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Introduction 



Ti late eighteenth century used to be 
lied the "Age of the French Revo- 
lution." Many historians continue to be- 
lieve that the great dramatic events in 
France of the 1790's dominate the history 
of this period. During the last twenty 
years, however, a broader interpretation 
of the late eighteenth century has gained 
ground among certain American and 
French historians, of whom R. R. Palmer 
is the most articulate. Drawing on the 
insights gained from the twentieth-century 
world, in which international revolutions 
and supra-national blocs have become a 
commonplace, they have sought to reap- 
praise the currents of the eighteenth cen- 
tury from the point of view of a common 
Western or Atlantic civilization. They are 
testing a working hypothesis drawn from 
contemporary experience by applying it to 
the revolutionary experience of two hun- 
dred years ago. Their reassessment of the 
eighteenth century in terms of a "Demo- 
cratic Revolution of the West'* the thesis 
which this volume explores was evidently 
suggested by the turmoil of yet another 
revolutionary age, our own. 

This shift in emphasis from an "Age of 
the French Revolution" to an "Age of the 
Democratic Revolution of the West" raises 
at least three major problems of historical 
interpretation. First, was there indeed a 
truly supra-national revolutionary move- 
ment best studied from a Western rather 
than a national vantage point? Secondly, 
international or not, are these revolutions 
best described as "democratic"? Thirdly, 
even admitting the significance of several 
revolutions, is revolution the dominant and 



most meaningful Feature of the late eight- 
eenth century? 

The factual evidence cited in support of 
the thesis of an international eighteenth- 
century revolution is not in dispute. It is 
undeniable that from the 1760 J s to the 
turn of the century, Europe and its trans- 
atlantic annex witnessed an astonishing 
number of political conflicts which may 
be called revolutionary. The tiny city-state 
of Geneva was in intermittent turmoil in 
the 176Q's, the 17SO's, and again after 
1792. The Revolutionary War of the Thir- 
teen Colonies which broke out in the mid- 
seventies hardly needs a commentary. In 
1780, Ireland, and even England, appeared 
on the verge of major disturbances, if not 
of revolution. A few years later the Nether- 
lands underwent revolutionary conflict 
which was ultimately crushed by Prussian 
intervention. The aristocratic phase of the 
French Revolution began, according to 
most historians, in 1787. Two years later, 
not only did the French Revolution 
broaden into a mass movement, but there 
were revolutionary outbreaks at the two 
extremities of the Hapsburg Monarchy: 
Hungary and the Austrian Netherlands. 
From the time of the First Partition in 
1772, Poland experienced intermittent re- 
form movements of revolutionary propor- 
tions that reached their tragic climax be- 
tween 1791 and 1794. Holland entered 
yet another revolutionary phase in 1795. 
From 1797 on, Italy, Switzerland, and 
parts of western Germany all had revolu- 
tions, supported, but not necessarily insti- 
gated, by the victorious armies of the 
French Republic. 
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If the fukts tliernsthcs are scarcely in 
dispute, the Kirne cannot be said of their 
interpretation. Aside from the three major 
problems ralnd earlier, a host of other 
,yjt.*t' ns present themselves to the student 
of the Palmer thesis, Is such a prolifera- 
tion of revolutions really so unique? Could 
one not find, as R. B. .\Ierriman has sMi^ht 
to do for the mid-seventeenth century, 
nunv other "a^es of revolution"? Save for 
brief inttrvaK has there ever been a periud 
of modern Western history that has not 
been an "age of revolution"? Is it possible, 
moreover, to talk in the same breath of 
municipal strife in Geneva and of the 
French Revolution? Of militia unrest in 
Ireland and of the American Revolution? 
Are these simultaneous movements really 
of a comparable order of magnitude? Are 
they best understood as parts of a vast 
occidental upheaval, or as specific products 
of a specific historical environment? 

The historians or pamphleteers who 
sought to interpret their own age for their 
eighteenth-century contemporaries dis- 
agreed sharply over the import and conse- 
quences of what they had witnessed. Yet 
regardless of ifojlr^cj] convictions, most 
of them viewed the revolutionary conflicts 
from a cosmopolitan, non-national point 
of view, though they had to explain the 
pre-eminence of the revolution in France. 
If these eighteenth-century analysts were 
pitneerfcc proponents of an international 
vJc-vvp^rut. their consensus is inconclusive: 
the eighteenth-century supra-national ap- 
proach may merely testify to the cosmo- 
politanism of the intellectuals of the day. 

As the generation which had lived 
through the revolutions died off, national 
historians replaced international-minded 
propagandists. Frenchmen and Americans, 
regardless of ideological predilections, were 
interested in their own French or Amer- 
ican revolutions, not in some vague inter- 
national movement of which these might 
have been a part. Revolutionary historiog- 
raphy tended to become rigidly national in 
perspective. Particularly in France, this 
nationalism was reinforced bv the demands 



of domestic politics, since histories of the 
Great Revolution served as weapons in 
the ideological and party struggles of the 
Third Republic. Under these circum- 
stances, it was not surprising that neither 
historians nor readers showed much in- 
terest in viewing their cherished or ab- 
horred national pasts in the broader spec- 
trum of occidental civilization. 

The revival of a supra-national inter- 
pretation of the revolutions of the eight- 
eenth century was perhaps not unrelated 
to the crisis of the national state in the 
twentieth century. Fascist and Communist 
ideologies were to pose the problem of the 
international character of revolutionary 
movements. No doubt the defensive unity 
of the West since the Second World War, 
symbolized by NATO, has also contributed 
to a reappraisal of the West's eighteenth- 
century revolutionary experience in terms 
of its essential unity. 

The selections in this volume, drawn 
from twentieth-century analyses of the 
eighteenth century, are organized into 
three parts. The first of these offers 
Palmers interpretation of the latter part 
of the eighteenth century as an "age of 
the democratic revolution," followed by 
critical appraisals of this thesis. The se- 
lections of Part II analyze a number of 
individual eighteenth-century revolutions 
which Palmer had cited as evidence. Two 
of the articles examine the relationship be- 
tween the two major revolutions of the 
eighteenth century, the American and the 
French. Finally, the essays in Part III 
suggest alternative perspectives on the 
eighteenth century and its revolutions. 

In his article 'The World Revolution 
of the West: 1763-1801," Palmer suggests 
some major unifying themes justifying a 
supra-national interpretation of the eight- 
eenth<entury revolutions. In the realm of 
ideas, he points to the demand for per- 
sonal autonomy; in the area of class, to a 
parallel revolutionary surge of nobility and 
bourgeoisie; in the area of international 
relations, to a ubiquitous interaction of 
revolution and war. The selection from 
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The Age of the Democratic Revolution 
presents Palmer's characterization of the 
eighteenth-century revolution as specifi- 
cally "democratic," 

Cobban, while agreeing with the major 
conclusions of The Age of the Democratic 
Revolution, remains unpersuaded by the 
evidence marshalled in support of the 
thesis of a universal Western revolution. 
There are, in Cobban's view, too many 
far-fetched parallels in Palmer's compara- 
tive history of the eighteenth century, as 
well as too much slurring over of contrasts. 
One area of the attempted synthesis, 
Cobban maintains the crucial evolution 
of popular sovereignty from theory to prac- 
tice remains altogether fragmentary. 

Reinhard's criticism goes beyond 'meth- 
ods to the very crux of Palmer's thesis. 
The stress on the occidental character of 
the eighteenth-century revolutions distorts 
our perspective, Reinhard asserts, by ex- 
aggerating common denominators at the 
expense of the more significant specific 
differences in the scope and nature of 
revolutionary phenomena. The French 
Revolution, for example, displays an egali- 
tarian drive which completely overshadows 
that of any other contemporary upheaval. 

Cobb's "The English Jacobins and the 
French Revolution" squarely challenges 
the authenticity of the English exhibit in 
Palmer's gallery of the 'World Revolution 
of the West/' What Cobb seeks to prove 
is that there was no "revolutionary situa- 
tion" in England, that indeed the English 
Jacobins were no more than voices cry- 
ing in the wilderness. 

Calkin, on the other hand, stresses the 
inspiration to genuine Irish revolutionaries 
of the principles and example of the 
French Revolution, despite the handicap 
of the French revolutionary anti-clerical- 
ism and the ultimate failure of the Irish 
revolutionary movement of the 1790's. 

By contrast, Wangermann, in his study 
of Jacobinism in the Hapsburg Monarchy 
during the same period, minimizes the 
scope and organization of revolutionary 
activities. The so-called "Jacobin Con- 



spiracy/* he holds, was little more than an 
attempt to organize and coordinate politi- 
cal opposition to the reactionary policies 
of the Hapsburg Monarchy after Leopold 
II's death. 

Palmer, in his examination of the Dutch 
Revolution, not unnaturally confirms his 
own thesis. Despite local peculiarities and 
a characteristic moderation, the Dutch 
Revolution displaced some of the same 
egalitarian aspirations of other eighteenth- 
century revolutions, expressed in analo- 
gous constitutional terms, and evoked a 
typical counterrevolutionary reaction. 

Tolles's reconsideration 'of the Ameri- 
can Revolution as a social movement raises 
the somewhat different, but equally rel- 
evant, issue as to the "democratic" na- 
ture of one of Palmer's show pieces in 
the "World Revolution of the West" In 
an appraisal of the American Revolution 
as a democratic movement, Tolles con- 
cludes that the revolution had far less so- 
cial content than historians such as Jame- 
son had assumed. 

From a very different standpoint, Gott- 
schalk seeks to define the relationship of 
the American to the French Revolution. 
Unlike Palmer on the lookout for common 
denominators, Gottschalk seeks merely to 
define the role of the American Revolution 
in bringing on the French Revolution. 

Boutmy, whose concern is ideological, 
dissociates the French from the American 
Revolution altogether. By a close textual 
comparison of the basic documents of 
both revolutions the Declaration of Inde- 
pendence and the Declaration of the Rights 
of Man Boutmy claims to demonstrate 
the narrowly legalistic approach of the 
American revolutionists in contrast to the 
universalism of the French revolutionaries. 

What Tolles did for the American 
Revolution, Cobban does for the French 
by raising the question: how revolutionary 
was the French Revolution? From a de- 
tailed analysis of the personnel of the 
revolutionary legislative assemblies, Cob- 
ban concludes that the "democratic" im- 
pact of the revolution was confined, aside 
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from freeing the peasants from annoying 
manorial dues, to opening a fuller career 
for a host of minor officials. 

Like Palmer, Lefebvre interprets the 
latter eighteenth century as a revolution- 
ary era; yet unlike Palmer he draws a 
clear-cut distinction between the Anglo- 
Saxon revolutions in which nobility and 
bourgeoisie combined against royal absolut- 
ism and the French Revolution in which 
the bourgeoisie, facing a united front of 
monarch and aristocracy, was forced into 
more egalitarian channels. 

For Gohring, on the contrary, if the late 
eighteenth century was an age of dynamic 
change, of rapid modernization, it was not 
one of re\olutinn. The characteristic means 
of effecting social reform were through en- 
lightened absolutism. Only in France had 
rowl ab>olutism grown so feeble and ir- 
resolute is to be unable to enforce needed 
reforms. The French Revolution thus ap- 
pears not as the core of an occidental 
resolution, but as an anomaly, a breach 
in the solid front of reform from above. 

Palmer, summing up his thesis in the 
face of criticism, not only stresses the pe- 



culiar significance of the American Revo- 
lution as an indispensable link in the 
revolutionary chain, but also admits the 
uniqueness of the French Revolution as 
the only eighteenth-century revolution ac- 
complished without outside aid. 

\\TiiIe a^reein^ ir. the main with Palmer, 
Godechot underlines the universality of 
the revolution C*he time limits of which he 
extended from 1801 to 1849), rather than 
its "democratic" character. While admit- 
ting the preponderant role of the United 
States and France, Godechot, like Palmer, 
conceives of a supra-national movement 
with a scope much broader than these two 
countries. 

These essays offer a number of modern 
interpretations of the late eighteenth cen- 
tury, accompanied by some of the evidence 
which the\' claim as their bases. In retro- 
spect, it may be worth restating the essen- 
tial questions which each critical reader 
must raise and answer for himself: CO 
Was there an occidental revolution in the 
eighteenth century? (2) Was this revolu- 
tion "democratic"? (3) Was revolution the 
dominant theme of the age? 



CHRONOLOGY OF EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY REVOLUTIONS 

1764-65 NORTH AMERICA: British Sugar, Colonial Currency, Stamp, Quartering 
Acts. Declaration of Rights and Liberties by Stamp Act Congress '1765). 

1768 GENEVA: "Bourgeois" revolution broadening political base among citizens. 
1774 NORTH AMERICA: Meeting of First Continental Congress. 
1775-83 NORTH AMERICA: American Colonies* War for Independence. 

1776-77 NORTH AMERICA: Declaration of Independence and Articles of Con- 
federation. 

1 780-8 5 ENGLAND, IRELAND: Climax of movement for parliamentary reform. 
1 78 2 GENEVA : Counterrevolution reversing achievements of 1 768. 

1785-87 NETHERLANDS: Dutch Patriot (anti-Orange) Party crushed by Prussian 
Intervention in 1787. 

1787 NORTH AMERICA: Meeting of Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. 
FRANCE: Assembly of Notables called and dismissed by French king. 

1789 BELGIUM: Uprising of the Austrian Netherlands against Joseph IFs an- 
nulment of its privileges. 

FRANCE: Calling of Estates General; elaboration of the first French Consti- 
tution (1789-91). 

ENGLAND: Agitation by English revolutionary clubs (1789-94). 

1790 BELGIUM: Defeat of democratic revolutionary faction, followed by restora- 
tion of Hapsburg rule. 

HUNGARY: Peasant insurrection against nobles; abortive aristocratic revo- 
lution against Hapsburgs. 

1791 GENEVA: Revolution leading to Constitution of 1791. 
POLAND: Polish Constitution of 1791. 

1792 FRANCE: Abolition of monarchy; succeeded by republic. 

1793 FRANCE: Revolutionary government "advanced*' Constitution of 1793 
never put into effect. 

xi 



Xii CHRONOLOGY OF EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY REVOLUTIONS 

1794 GENEVA: Inauguration of revolutionary government on the French model. 

POLAND: National uprising under Kosciuszko defeated, followed by third 
and final partition of Poland (1795). 

1795 NETHERLANDS: Inauguration of the Batavian Republic, lasting till 1806. 
FRANCE: Inauguration of moderate republic: the Directory. 

1797 ENGLAND: Large-scale mutinies in the British fleet with revolutionary 
overtones. 

ITALY: French found Cisalpine, Ligurian republics. 

1798 SWITZERLAND: Helvetic Republic instituted under French protection. 
IRELAND: Unsuccessful revolutionary attempt with French aid. 
ITALY: French found Roman Republic. 



The Conflict of Opinion 

I. The Palmer Thesis: Presentation and Criticism 

"It may "be that we should try to develop some integrating or unifying con- 
ceptions for this whole revolutionary movement in Europe and America taken 
together. ... It is held that this . . . movement was essentially "demo- 
cratic" and that these years are in fact the Age of the Democratic Revolu- 
tion. . . ." 

R. R. PALMER 

'While agreeing with Mr. Palmer's basic thesis and ends, I find it difficult 
to follow him all the way in his methods. . ." 

ALFRED COBBAN 

"Contemporaries and historians have not been mistaken in sensing and 
emphasizing the central importance of the French Revolution and its essen- 
tial uniqueness. . . ." 

MARCEL REINHARD 

II. The Eighteenth-Century Revolutions: Uniqueness and Interaction 

England: 

"The English Jacobins were essentially foreigners in their own country, 

isolated from the masses . . . ineffective as a political pressure group. . . ." 

R. C. COBB 

Ireland: 

"Like the French, the Irish revolutionaries would have toppled their ruling 
class, pursued a liberal . . . religious policy, confiscated the property of the 
absentee landlords. . . ." 

H. L. CALKIN 

Austria: 

"According to all the evidence available, the various activities which have 
gone into history as the Jacobin Conspiracy were little more than ... an 
attempt to organize and coordinate the active opposition to the policies of 
Francis IFs government. . . ." 

ERNST WANGERMANN 

Holland: 

"The Dutch Revolution of 1795 ... reveals, on a small and well lit stage, 
a great many phenomena then common to western Europe and in some de- 
gree the Western world. . * /' 

R. R. PALMER 

xiii 



xiv Conflict of Opinion 

America: 

"The danger here as elsewhere is that the historian, misled hy his enthusi- 
asm for the concept of 'revolution/ will posit too abrupt a set o changes, will 
pay too little attention to the evidences of historical continuity. . . ." 

FREDERICK B. TOLLES 

France and America: 

"In preparing that collapse of France with its subsequent revolutionary 
ideology, the American revolution played a part that has not always been 
properly understood, though generally recognized. . . ." 

LOUIS GOTTSCHALK 

'The French Declaration of Rights is ... concerned only with expressing 
a universal truth. The American Declarations of Rights . . . reflect the 
. . . language of the legal expert. ... No two documents in this world are 
more dissimilar. . . ." 

EMILE BOUTMY 

France: 

**. . . in the French Revolution, it is commonly said, the feudal order passed 
away and the rule of the bourgeoisie took its place. This is ... the myth 
which has dominated serious research on the history of the French Revolu- 
tion during the present century. . . ." 

ALFRED COBBAN 

III. Perspectives on the Eighteenth Century 

"The Anglo-Saxon revolutions had been directed against absolutism in behalf 
of a bourgeois-aristocratic alliance. . . . The real mission of the [French] 
Revolution was to be the revolution of equality. . . ." 

GEORGES LEFEBVRE 

". . . the revolution became necessary because the government was in- 
capable of undertaking the reforms carried out in other states. . . . 
yet basically the program involved was derived from enlightened absolut- 
ism. . . ." 

MARTIN GO'HRING 

"I share the view that the revolutionary period has been studied too exclu- 
sively within a national framework. ... In order to undertake comparative 
studies, a greater unity is needed. . . . We find such a unity in the concept 
of an occidental civilization. . . ." 

R. R. PALMER 

"I ... suggest that the great movement which overthrew the social, eco- 
nomic and political order of most of Europe and America between 1770 
and 1849 should be described as "Western" or "Atlantic.". . . This is 
corroborated by an examination of the counterrevolution . . . [which] like 
the revolution itself, was also international and western. , . ." 

JACQUES GODEGHOT 



PART I: THE PALMER THESIS: 
PRESENTATION AND CRITICISM 

The World Revolution of the West: 1763-1801 

R. R. PALMER 



R. R. Palmer, professor of history at Princeton University, is one of the 
best known American authorities on eighteenth-century France. He has written 
widely respected books both on the pre-revolutionary "climate of opinion" and 
on the revolutionary government. His latest, widely acclaimed work, The Age 
of the Democratic Revolution, the first volume of which appeared in 1959, 
goes far beyond the usual national perspective to study the revolutionary 
events of the last forty years of the eighteenth century as an international 
phenomenon. 



IN the streets of Paris, on the ninth of 
Thermidor of the Year Six (July 27, 
1798), there took place a long and memo- 
rable procession. It was in celebration of 
Liberty Day, as the anniversary of the fall 
of Robespierre was then officially called. 
It began at nine o'clock in the morning at 
the Museum of Natural History. First 
came cavalry and a band. They were fol- 
lowed by professors and students from the 
Museum, marching beside triumphal cars 
that bore various minerals, exotic plants, 
and some crystals presented by the people 
of Valais in Switzerland. There were also 
a live bear from the zoo at Berne, lions 
from Africa, and two camels and two drom- 
edaries sent by General Bonaparte from 
Egypt. After more soldiers, and more mu- 
sicians, came delegates from the printers of 
Paris, librarians of the public libraries, and 



professors from the Poly technique and the 
College de France. Prize pupils from the 
new ecole centrale carried manuscripts and 
rare books. Next appeared teachers and 
students of the arts, who were followed by 
Art itself the treasures captured by vic- 
torious armies in Italy: paintings by Titian, 
Raphael and Paul Veronese, sculpture in 
stupefying abundance, the Laocodn, the 
Dying Gladiator, the Discus Thrower and 
the Apollo Belvedere, to name only the 
most famous. Most conspicuous of all were 
the ancient bronze horses from St. Mark's 
in Venice. They bore an inscription: 
"Transported from Corinth to Rome, from 
Rome to Constantinople, from Constan- 
tinople to Venice, from Venice to France. 
They rest at last upon free ground." Nu- 
merous other inscriptions, up and down 
the procession, explained the assembled 
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wonders to onlookers. One was a quotation 
from Seneca: "To live ignorant is to be 
dead/' 

All this plunder, for such most of it lit- 
erally was, was ceremoniously presented to 
the Minister of the Interior, who received 
it at the feet of a statue of liberty. The 
festivities ended with the ascension of a 
balloon, or "aerostat," carrying aloft more 
inscriptions, together with "attributes of 
liberty and the arts," and the tricolor of the 
Revolution. 

The men in the French government who 
arranged this extraordinary spectacle obvi- 
ously intended it to have a symbolic mean- 
ing. It may serve also as a symbol for us. 
It may remind us of certain paradoxes, or 
seeming paradoxes, of the French Revolu- 
tion: the association of liberty with force, 
of enlightenment and education with prop- 
aganda and histrionics, of a sense of prog- 
ress with a sense of conquest, of soldiers 
with professors, of a feeling of attachment 
to the Western tradition with one of angry 
repudiation of the historic past. And the 
bears, lions, camels, strange plants and im- 
ported statuary may suggest also the idea 
of a World Revolution, of which many 
people in Paris, and in other countries, be- 
lieved France to be the center. 

In the summer of 1798 France was bor- 
dered by other revolutionary republics in 
Holland, Switzerland and Italy. Belgium 
and the Rhineland had been annexed, and 
unrest spread through Germany. Ireland 
was in rebellion, and in Great Britain the 
government of William Pitt, to use the 
word of various British historians, was re- 
sorting to terror. In Sweden, said the Brit- 
ish Foreign Secretary, half the people were 
Jacobins. In the United States, in July 
1798, the same fear of Jacobins, that is of 
democrats, produced the Alien and Sedi- 
tion laws; nor were such fears allayed when 
the democrats won the next election. The 
president of the college at Princeton, 
shortly thereafter, shuddered at "those irre- 
ligious and demoralizing principles which 
are tearing the bands of society asunder." 

The idea that these events constituted a 



world revolution, that is, a revolution of 
the Western World, is a very old one, 
since it dates from the eighteenth century 
itself. Recently, both in this country and 
in Europe, historians have begun to revive 
it. I need only mention our own Louis 
Gottschalk, or Georges Lefebvre of the 
Sorbonne, who, rewriting in 1951 his book 
of 1930 on the French Revolution, com- 
pletely recast it to show the supranational 
implications. It may be that we should try 
to develop some integrating or unifying 
conceptions for this whole revolutionary 
movement in Europe and America taken 
together. It is not enough to have a rough 
semi-Marxist idea of the "bourgeois revo- 
lution," or simply to place different coun- 
tries side by side for comparison, or to 
speak vaguely of the "influence" of France 
or of America upon a world left otherwise 
undescribed. 

Such a world revolution may be 
bounded, for convenience, by the dates 
1763 and 1800 or 1801. At the hither end, 
we have a dramatic dose in the election of 
Jefferson to the American presidency, and 
the personal triumph of Napoleon Bona- 
parte in Europe. The two events were not 
exactly alike, to be sure, but both were fol- 
lowed by a decline of political agitation. 
At the same time, with the Peace of 
Amiens and the Concordat both the British 
government and the papacy recognized the 
consequences of international revolutionary 
republicanism, at least tentatively and pend- 
ing further developments. 

There are good reasons for beginning 
about 1763. With the decade of the sixties 
some of the characteristics of the revolu- 
tionary era become apparent the ideas 
and issues, the alignments of protagonists 
on both the domestic and the international 
fronts, the types of political activity and 
methods of rebellion against government, 
with the virtual creation of a public opin- 
ion on political questions in many coun- 
tries. In the realm of ideas, the years 1762 
and 1763 see the publication of the main 
writings of Rousseau, and we have it from 
Daniel Mornet, the leading authority, that 
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the yhilosophe movement had triumphed 
by 1770. In 1765 the French Assembly of 
the Clergy issued its first wholesale con- 
demnation of the yhilosophe literature, 
which it said would undermine, if un- 
checked, all churches, states and societies. 
The same years of the mid-sixties bring, in 
France, the quarrel of Louis XV's minis- 
ters with the more or less united yarle- 
ments of the kingdom. The cry of "Wilkes 
and Liberty" is heard in England, and the 
Sugar Act and the Stamp Act arouse 
America. No one can read E. S. Morgan's 
new book, The Stamp Act Crisis, without 
sensing what was to come. He himself 
calls the American agitation of 1765 a rev- 
olution nipped in the bud. It anticipated 
what was soon to happen, in America and 
elsewhere, both in the ideas employed, that 
is, the appeal to historic or natural rights 
against a sovereign authority recognizing 
no direct dependence on the people, and 
in the practical tactics devised, that is, gath- 
erings of the merchant and lawyer class 
into clubs and committees, and their ex- 
ploiting of mob violence to obtain their 
ends. At the same time the close of the 
Seven Years' War marked the triumph of 
Great Britain and in particular of its Par- 
liamentary governing class, the most bril- 
liantly successful of all people under eight- 
eenth-century conditions, and hence the 
least inclined to see conditions changed. 
The stage is already set for the solid British 
conservatism which was in time to be the 
main support of counterrevolution, and for 
that British superiority in wealth, and com- 
mand of the sea, with the consequent anti- 
British feeling, which were to affect all in- 
ternational relations for many years. 

The problem now is to suggest a few 
unifying themes, running through these 
years, and more or less common to an At- 
lantic civilization. 

To begin with ideas. To imply that ideas 
"caused" the Revolution has long been the 
signal for controversy, carrying the impli- 
cation of a conservative approach. Since 
the Revolution, and indeed before, as in 
the French Assembly of the Clergy of 1765, 



there have been warnings that the litera- 
ture of the Enlightenment made people 
unruly and filled them with impractical 
ideas. This is probably true. It is not the 
whole truth, for the ideas in question were 
more than mere rebellious opinions. They 
derived from centuries of European 
thought, and they applied to the actual 
conditions of the day. The whole issue as 
between ideas and circumstances in the 
causation of the Revolution was set forth 
with extraordinary clarity, as early as 1799, 
by Friedrich Gentz. In 1790 a French con- 
servative, Senac de Meilhan, in his book 
of that year, remarked that "the French 
Revolution seems to be a revolution of the 
human mind." 

The main idea, if we must single one 
out, seems to have been a demand for self- 
determination, a sense of autonomy of the 
personality, a refusal to accept norms laid 
down outside the self, leading sometimes 
to a profound subjectivity, or an insistence 
on self-expression rather than adjustment 
to preexisting authoritative standards. This 
seems to be the message of Rousseau, in 
the Confessions and the novels as well as 
in the Socid Contract. In the latter, it is a 
collective self that defines the right; and 
each citizen is triumphantly demonstrated 
to be subject and sovereign at the same 
time. The same note of personal autonomy 
underlies all the practical demands for lib- 
erty, political and economic. It may be 
found in Kant's metaphysics and in his 
political theory, and in the world-creating 
Ego of Fichte, who believed himself and 
his philosophy to be part and parcel of the 
revolutionary movement. It presumably ex- 
plains what Hegel meant when he said 
that Mind became fully free only with the 
French Revolution. It inspired the educa- 
tional doctrine of Pestalozzi, who wel- 
comed the revolutionary Helvetic Republic 
in Switzerland. It has been found, by 
those versed in music, in the work of that 
obstreperous republican, Beethoven. It is 
obviously central to romanticism, and, in 
the demand for spontaneity and the rejec- 
tion of artificial restraint, inspires the Lyri- 
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cal Ballads of 1798. Surely there exists here 
the opportunity for what modern parlance 
knows as a "synthesis," bringing together 
not only many peoples of different lan- 
guage or nationality, but also many dif- 
ferent fields of activity and thought. 

It might be shown also, in such a syn- 
thesis, how the universal impulse to lib- 
erty is at least in principle kept in order. 
Anarchic individualism is avoided, in the 
political sphere, by the stress on the equal- 
ity of rights, and by the ideas of fraternity 
and of law; and all are bound together in 
the idea of constitutionalism. About fifteen 
new written constitutions were proclaimed 
in America, and ten in Europe, in the 
quarter-century ending in 1801. In eco- 
nomic theory, it is natural law, or the natu- 
ral harmony, that prevents liberty from de- 
generating into confusion. In the arts, a 
generation that revived the sonnet can 
hardly be charged with looseness. In moral 
philosophy, with Rousseau and Kant, it is 
the human conscience that stands between 
freedom and anarchy. In more recent times, 
with the ideas of conscience and natural 
law losing their force, and the drive for 
emancipation or self-expression as strong 
as ever, a great deal of trouble has been 
attributed to such ideas. Some have sought 
philosophical composure in the Middle 
Ages. The matter cannot be amplified here. 
Suffice it to say that liberty has always 
been known to be dangerous. 

A unified conception of world revolu- 
tion would be the easier to arrive at if we 
could point to an organized and centrally 
directed revolutionary party, international 
in its operations. Conservatives in the 
1790's, unable to believe that revolutionary 
sentiment had any real or, so to speak, 
legitimate foundation, naturally imagined 
that such an international conspiracy was 
at work. The French emigre Barruel, and 
the Scotsman John Robison, independently 
produced large treatises proving its exist- 
ence. In this country Jedediah Morse 
spread the same alarm. There was, how- 
ever, no such international organization. 
Agitators and subversives did exist in all 



countries, and sometimes French generals 
or civil commissioners in neighboring states 
employed secret agents. They had little or 
no connection with each other, or with the 
French government or any super-society in 
France. The French Jacobins were never 
secret, and had no organization after 1794. 
Revolutionary secret societies were more 
the consequence than the cause of the great 
revolution of the 1790's. The Italian Car- 
bonari, for example, may be traced to a 
kind of Jacobin club in Burgundy in 1790. 
It was in a Paris prison, in 1795, that 
Babeuf launched the revolutionary under- 
ground of the nineteenth century. In 1798, 
when all England was reading the shock- 
ing revelations of Barruel and Robison, the 
House of Commons appointed a Commit- 
tee of Secrecy to inquire into subversion. 
The committee made the strongest possible 
case to show a conspiratorial movement in 
England since 1792. It published numer- 
ous documents, and it named names. No 
French agent is mentioned in its report, 
and no foreigner other than Irish. 

Class analysis offers another common 
theme. Carl Becker once observed of the 
American Revolution that, with the ques- 
tion of home rule settled by independence, 
it remained to be seen who should rule at 
home. Thus the establishment of inde- 
pendence was followed by the heightened 
democratic agitation of the 1790's. The 
same pattern can easily be seen in parts of 
Europe, especially in regions subject to a 
sovereignty increasingly felt to be foreign. 
Cases in point are the Lombard and Bel- 
gian provinces, under the Hapsburg em- 
peror; or the Swiss territory of Vaud, which 
belonged to the canton of Berne. In Bel- 
gium the assertion of independence in 1789 
was followed by the strife between Statists, 
the upper class of the old regime, which 
wanted no internal change, and the demo- 
cratic or "Vonckist" party, which demanded 
new rights for the hitherto unprivileged 
classes. The same pattern can be traced 
even in countries having native govern- 
ments, since under the old regime all gov- 
ernments were in a sense foreign to their 
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populations, the lack of moral bond be- 
tween ruler and ruled being precisely the 
point at issue. It is now generally agreed 
that, in France, the revolution began with 
a revolt of the nobility against royal ab- 
solutism. This was no mere prelude, but 
an integral phase of the movement. If this 
revolutionary r6le of the aristocracy is once 
fixed in mind, then the attempts of Polish 
gentry to stage a revolution against the 
partitioning Powers, or the uprising of 
Hungary against Joseph II, can be brought 
into a unified conception of a general rev- 
olution. Even in England some of the 
gentry favored parliamentary reform; and 
parliamentary reform, involving equal, in- 
dividual, numerical and "real" representa- 
tion in the House of Commons, was rightly 
felt by conservatives to be a revolutionary 
change, both in the vicious practice and 
in the virtuous theory of the British Con- 
stitution. 

In most countries having a middle class 
a bourgeois phase soon followed the aris- 
tocratic protest, and the sub-bourgeois or 
working classes were often heard from also, 
not only in France, but in England, Scot- 
land, Holland and elsewhere. A historian 
of the city of Manchester, for example, re- 
marks that the United Englishmen of 1797 
offered the first example in that city of 
working-class political organization with- 
out middle-class leadership or support. In 
the long run, however, the landed interest 
seems to have had the last word, and it was 
the action of country people, perhaps more 
than anything else, that determined what 
happened as between one place and an- 
other. Only in France and America did 
small farmers become really revolutionary, 
and only in these countries do we find 
complete and thoroughly indigenous revo- 
lutions. In Ireland the rural population 
was disaffected, but helpless. In England 
the 'land" meant a well-contented aristoc- 
racy. In Eastern Europe the very owner- 
ship of rural land was generally confined 
to nobles, who were the only political class, 
so that there was scarcely a tremor of revo- 
lution except for the noble opposition to 



outside Powers. In the Kingdom of Naples, 
the flimsiness of the so-called Partheno- 
pean Republic of 1799 was due to the non- 
participation of peasants; and Cardinal 
Ruffo, with his famous Army of the Holy 
Faith, easily won back the country, not by 
the forces of clericalism, but because, being 
the administrative type of churchman, he 
had constructive ideas on land reform and 
could appeal to peasants. 

Class differences manifested themselves 
constitutionally, in almost every country 
affected by the revolution, in the question 
of whether the new state should be uni- 
tary or federal. In the Dutch provinces, the 
Svriss cantons, and the Italian republics, 
as in France after 1792, we hear the cry 
for a "republic one and indivisible." The 
same idea is evident in Belgium, in the 
German Rhineland and in Ireland with 
its United Irishmen, who believed that 
Irish Catholics and Presbyterians must 
combine indivisibly against the English. 
The idea of a republic "one and indivisi- 
ble" was not primarily nationalist; at least, 
it had no necessary relation to linguistic 
or ethnic groups. It meant that persons 
struggling for a democratic revolution must 
integrate territorially for self-protection, 
since the old local units of province and 
town Brittany and Languedoc, Bologna 
and Ferrara, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, 
Brabant and Flanders, Cologne and Mainz, 
not to mention the twenty-one boroughs of 
Cornwall were everywhere the seats of 
entrenched, exclusive and self-perpetuat- 
ing oligarchic or privileged families. To 
insist that these historically-developed cor- 
porate entities should retain a separate in- 
fluence was called "federalism" in revolu- 
tionary parlance, and federalism was with 
reason regarded as one of the many aspects 
of counterrevolution. Advanced democrats 
everywhere demanded the dissolution of 
such entities into a uniform state built 
upon individual citizenship. It seems im- 
portant to note that a contrary situation 
existed in America. The fact that Federal- 
ism in America meant the centralized state 
is a mere difference of words. The signifi- 
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cant matter is that, in America, the ad- 
vanced democrats continued to fear strong 
government, or any central government, 
and to put their trust in local authorities 
close to the people. In America it was the 
democrats who were "federalist" in the 
European sense. At a time when big gov- 
ernment was even harder to keep under 
control than now, democracy in America 
was not committed to big government, as 
it had to be in Europe to exist at all. The 
difference is due, like so much else, to the 
fact that America had no old regime in the 
true European sense, and hence no such 
internecine struggle. 

Finally, it is in the sphere of interna- 
tional relations, and especially in war, that 
a unifying conception for the era may be 
formed. It is the misfortune of our own 
generation to know something of the in- 
teraction between war and revolution, and 
we should perhaps therefore be able to 
analyze the corresponding phenomena of 
the eighteenth century with a dreary wis- 
dom not given to Sorel or Von SybeL 
Whether revolution must lead to war we 
cannot really be certain. It has been both 
affirmed and denied of the war of 1792. 
We do know that war can be a great 
breeder of revolution. We know, too, that 
war aims change during the stress of fight- 
ing; that governments or aroused peoples 
may crush enemies or seize and hold ad- 
vantages in a way having little to do with 
initial ideology or intentions. 

The revolutionary struggle, throughout 
the thirty-odd years, was inseparable from 
the struggle between England and France. 
The British government opposed every 
revolutionary effort the American, the 
Irish, the Dutch of 1784 and the Belgian 
of 1789. It went to war with France in 
1793 to maintain the status qito in Belgium 
and Holland, against which many Dutch 
and Belgians were in rebellion, but which 
for over a century had been favorable to 
British naval and mercantile interests. The 
French, on the other hand, under both the 
Bourbon and the ensuing republican gov- 



ernments, patronized virtually all revolu- 
tionary disturbances. 

The French were the only people to 
make a lasting revolution by their own ef- 
forts. All others depended on them. The 
French shipped 30,000 muskets to America 
in the year 1777. Nine tenths of all the 
gunpowder used by Americans before the 
battle of Saratoga was from foreign sources, 
mainly French. It is clear that die success 
of the American revolt depended on France 
even before France openly intervened. In 
this respect the American Revolution re- 
sembles the revolutions twenty years later 
which produced the Batavian, Cisalpine 
and other short-lived republics. The dif- 
ference lies in the fact that the French 
withdrew from America, leaving the coun- 
try independent, whereas they did not, 
could not, or would not withdraw from 
Holland or Italy except by abandoning 
their supporters to the counterrevolution. 

The fact that the French alone accom- 
plished a revolution with their own re- 
sources leads to comparative reflections on 
the Reign of Tenor. There is no simple 
explanation for the Jacobin Terror of 1793. 
There is therefore no simple explanation 
for its absence. Yet the fact is that only 
in France did revolutionaries not depend 
on outside aid, and that only France had 
a real Terror. The Americans in the 1770's, 
and in the 1790's the Dutch and the Ital- 
ians, managed to conduct revolutions of 
some magnitude without going to such 
lengths as the French in 1793. One reason 
surely is that they did not depend on their 
own precarious revolutionary resources 
unorganized, unreliable, shifting, oppor- 
tunistic, and virtually ungovernable, as re- 
sources of men and material in time of 
revolution are. They expected and received 
the aid of France. As a working hypothesis, 
we may suppose that revolutionaries had 
three alternatives: either capitulation to the 
old regime, or terroristic control of the 
means of defiance, or the acceptance of 
outside aid. The French did not have the 
third alternative. Of others, including our 
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own esteemed Founding Fathers, it may be 
argued that receipt of French aid spared 
them the unpleasant necessity of terroriz- 
ing their fellow countrymen more than 
they in fact did. The matter is at least 
worth considering. 

It is clear that war aims changed with 
war itself. The British government under 
Pitt, late in 1792, declared that it had no 
interest in the internal government of 
France, and would go to war only to pre- 
serve the existing situation in Belgium and 
Holland* Within two years, in July 1794, 
the same Pitt, in a secret cabinet memo- 
randum, was planning to let Austria keep 
its acquisitions while Great Britain retained 
all those "already or yet to be conquered in 
the East and West Indies." In five more 
years he doubted whether any lasting peace 
could be made except by restoring the 
French Bourbons an opinion not shared 
by Prussia, Austria, or even the Bourbon 
monarchy of Spain. 

The French went to war in 1792 in a 
spirit of crusading for liberty, of raising a 
world revolution against all kings and all 
nobles. As Brissot wrote, anticipating 
Lenin, "we cannot be at ease until all 
Europe is in flames." As the Abbe* Grdgoire 
put it, in a phrase that would have suited 
either Metternich or Franklin Roosevelt: 
"If my neighbor keeps a nest of vipers I 
have the right to stamp it out, lest I be its 
victim." But as early as 1793 a more na- 
tional and hard-headed attitude began to 
prevail in France. There began to be a 
contemptuous feeling that no people ex- 
cept the French was really suited for lib- 
erty. The idea of world revolution gave 
way to the idea of revolution in one coun- 
try first. Some writers, like Albert Mathiez, 
make a great deal of this change, which in 
a way relieved the Jacobins of responsi- 
bility for world turmoil. Actually the 
change made little practical difference. It 
is consequences, not intentions, that enter 
into the crude realm of fact. Since the 
enemies with whom they were at war were 
the privileged classes of Europe the no- 



bilities and town oligarchies and wealthy 
landowning clergy the French republi- 
cans attacked them by attacking their 
sources of power, by abolishing their privi- 
leges, their laws, their tithes and their 
feudal rents, by summoning their former 
dependents to freedom, by granting equal 
rights to Jews, Protestants, Catholics, free- 
thinkers or whoever it might be that was 
outside the locally established church and 
even by the confiscation of property, the 
property of hostile ruling classes, be it un- 
derstood. Such procedure horrified con- 
servatives, especially in England, where it 
was ascribed to some peculiar perversity in 
the Jacobin character, or to an excessive 
belief in abstract ideas. It was not alto- 
gether different from what happened to 
the South during and after our Civil War, 
or from what governments in general seem 
historically to have done in pursuing con- 
quest or suppressing opposition. One thinks 
of the Celtic regions of the British Isles, 
and the Scottish Highlands as recently as 
1745. 

The point is that revolution does not 
have to be caused by revolutionary ideas. 
It may only be a weapon of war. The dis- 
tinction is never clear. In France, even un- 
der the consulate and empire, there were 
many who remained attached to revolu- 
tionary ideas. They believed in principle in 
liberating men from feudalism, clericalism 
or stupidity. Outside of France there were 
idealistic persons who first welcomed the 
French, then turned against them, disil- 
lusioned. The fact that they turned anti- 
French does not mean that in all cases 
they turned against revolutionary ideas, 
since the revolution was not French alone. 
They became the spiritual or actual fathers 
of the European revolutionaries of 1830 
or 1840. The case of Michael Venedey is 
an example. He was a German republican 
of 1797, his son was a German republican 
of 1848. 

Or again, if we say that revolution need 
not be caused by revolutionary ideology, 
we may have in mind that societies col- 
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lapse for negative reasons, not so much 
from the strength of revolutionary senti- 
ment as from the absence of any powerful 
sentiment in favor of the existing order. 
There were important revolutionary ele- 
ments in Holland, Belgium, the Rhine- 
land, Switzerland and Italy; but what 
caused the collapse of old governments and 
governing classes, in every one of these 
countries, was the war. More specifically, 
it was that they would not or could not 
defend themselves, that their own peoples 
did not believe in them, that there was no 
loyalty, faith or conviction on which to 
build, that they all were permeated by 
neutralism, and hoped plaintively, and 
vaguely, to be rescued by British money or 
the British fleet. In Holland in 1794 'the 
Prince of Orange attempted a levy in mass; 
he is said to have raised fifty men. In 
Belgium the authorities were afraid to arm 
the people. In Italy it had long been un- 
heard of for Italians to be soldiers. The 
Swiss had not fought in their own cause 
for generations. All fell before revolution- 
ary republicanism, French and domestic. 

The French, being at war, accepted as- 
sistance wherever offered. They stirred up 
the very dregs of society, as we may read 
in a hundred contemporary accusations. 
They brought the "masses," or at least a 
great many lower-middle-class and work- 
ing people, into the practical politics of 
the Western World. By a historical irony, 
the liberal bourgeois awakened his Marxist 
doom. As for the British, being also at 
war, they brought into the practical politics 
of die Western World, though it would 
be premature to call it a Marxist doom, 
the mammoth power of Imperial Russia. 
No doubt historical irony can be overdone. 
Yet as early as 1775 there was talk in Eng- 
land of using Russian mercenaries in 
America. The Earl of Suffolk jocosely re- 
marked that 20,000 Russians would be 
"charming visitors to New York and would 
civilize that part of America." Vergennes, 
alarmed, foresaw that Britain might some 
day hire Russian troops for operations in 
Western Europe. In 1796 the British 
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Cabinet agreed to give the island of Cor- 
sica to Russia. In 1798 Henry Dundas ad- 
vised his cabinet colleague, Pitt, to "sub- 
sidize an army of Russians for British pur- 
poses/' to attack Holland, defend Switzer- 
land, capture Malta, open the markets of 
South America, or occupy Brest. In 1799 
there was talk of using Russians in Ireland. 
In that same year Vergennes' fears were 
realized when Russian troops, paid for by 
Great Britain, invaded Switzerland and 
Holland, on their way to France. It seems 
strangely modern to find Reubell, the 
former Director, declaring in 1801 that his 
policy of revolutionizing Switzerland in 
1798 had prevented the Cossacks from rid- 
ing into Paris. 

The age of the French Revolution, it 
may be said in closing, has been used his- 
torically for a great many purposes. It has 
been used to explain the rise of national- 
ism or of liberalism, of class struggle or the 
"perpetual revolution" of Trotsky, to cele- 
brate the freedom of thought, or, contrari- 
wise, to demonstrate that dogmatic Jacobin 
ideology must lead to totalitarianism. Let 
us avail ourselves of the privilege of our 
predecessors, and use the revolutionary era 
to investigate what is most on our minds, 
to find out what a world is like that is di- 
vided by revolution and war. There is 
something to be said for leaving the na- 
tional histories of France, or Italy, or Hol- 
land, to persons born or living in those 
countries. Perhaps we in America are best 
equipped to be the synthesizers. As that 
notable revolutionary, Thomas Paine, re- 
marked in a notable revolutionary year, 
1776, America is "the colony of all Eu- 
rope." We are of all European nationali- 
ties, and of none; and so should be the 
better able to see the whole movement as 
one common to the Atlantic world. If we 
do, we shall not be mere innovators, nor 
be forcing the past to fit the present. We 
shall be saying what contemporaries be- 
fore 1800 all but universally believed. We 
shall be performing the oldest and hum- 
blest of all the r61es assigned to history 
the preservation of memory. Indeed, I am 
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reminded of the very first words of the first "and especially that the causes may be re- 
book of Herodotus, where he says that the membered for which they waged war with 
aim of his "researches," as he calls them, each other." Each can decide for himself 
is that the memory of the past may not he which were the Greeks, and which the 
blotted out by time, that the actions of barbarians. Or he may think that it was 
Greeks and barbarians may be known, really a civil war in Hellas. 
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E present work attempts to deal 
ith Western Civilization as a whole, 
at a critical moment in its history, or with 
what has sometimes recently been called 
the Atlantic Civilization, a term probably 
closer to reality in the eighteenth century 
than in the twentieth. It is argued that 
this whole civilization was swept in the 
last four decades of the eighteenth century 
by a single revolutionary movement, which 
manifested itself in different ways and 
with varying success in different countries, 
yet in all of them showed similar objectives 
and principles. It is held that this forty- 
year movement was essentially "demo- 
cratic," and that these years are in fact the 
Age of the Democratic Revolution. "Demo- 
cratic" is here to be understood in a gen- 
eral but clear enough sense. It was not 
primarily the sense of a later day in which 
universality of the suffrage became a chief 
criterion of democracy, nor yet that other 
and uncertain sense, also of a later day, in 
which both Soviet and Western-type states 
could call themselves democratic. In one 
way, it signified a new feeling for a kind 
of equality, or at least a discomfort with 
older forms of social stratification and for- 
mal rank. . . . Politically, the eighteenth- 
century movement was against the posses- 
sion of government, or any public power, 
by any established, privileged, closed, or 
self-recruiting groups of men. It denied 
that any person could exercise coercive au- 
thority simply by his own right, or by right 
of his status, or by right of "history," either 



in the old-fashioned sense of custom and 
inheritance, or in any newer dialectical 
sense, unknown to the eighteenth century, 
in which "history" might be supposed to 
give some special elite or revolutionary 
vanguard a right to rule. The "democratic 
revolution" emphasized the delegation of 
authority and the removability of officials, 
precisely because, as we shall see, neither 
delegation nor removability were much 
recognized in actual institutions. 

It is a corollary of these ideas that the 
American and the French Revolutions, the 
two chief actual revolutions of the period, 
with all due allowance for the great dif- 
ferences between them, nevertheless 
shared a good deal in common, and that 
what they shared was shared also at the 
same time by various people and move- 
ments in other countries, notably in Eng- 
land, Ireland, Holland, Belgium, Switzer- 
land and Italy, but also in Germany, 
Hungary, and Poland, and by scattered 
individuals in places like Spain and Rus- 
sia. . . . 

Even if there was a general revolution- 
ary disturbance between about 1760 and 
about 1800, it does not follow, without 
further explanation, that "democratic" is 
the best word to describe it. It is well 
known that Thomas Jefferson did not 
much favor the use of the word; and we 
often read, at least in American books, that 
the term in the 1790's became an epithet 
or smear-word, by which persons were des- 
ignated against their will, and usually 
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falsely, like persons falsely called com- 
munists at a later day. The belief that the 
word had no willing acceptance in the 
eighteenth century actually plays into the 
hands of the modern Left; thus a Dutch 
scholar has argued, partly on the mistaken 
ground that "democracy" was little heard 
in Holland before 1800, that the modem 
"Eastern" use of the word, implying an 
economic rather than a political equality, 
and dating from the rise of social democ- 
racy in the 1880's, is historically more le- 
gitimate than the modern 'Western" use. 
The fact seems to be that "democracy" 
and "democrat" enjoyed more currency be- 
fore 1800 than is commonly supposed. It 
must be remembered that the words "lib- 
eral/' "radical," and "progressive" did not 
exist. When moderates or conservatives 
wished to indicate the dangerous drift of 
the times, or when the more advanced 
spirits spoke of themselves, they might 
very well use the words "democrat" or "de- 
mocracy." . . . 

The two nouns, "democrat" and "aristo- 
crat," were coinages of the period, un- 
known before the 1780's. No "democrats" 
fought in the American Revolution; and 
the Age of Aristocracy, as long as it was 
unchallenged, heard nothing of "aristo- 
crats." Neither word was current in Eng- 
lish before 1789; in France aristocrate 
crops up in the reign of Louis XVI, demo- 
crate not until 1789. It may be that the 
words were first coined by the Dutch. It 
seems certain, in any case, that their first 
currency was in the Low Countries, in the 
Dutch revolution of 1784-1787 and the 
Belgian revolution of 1789-1791. We find 
aristocraten used by Dutch burghers as 
early as 1784. The Rotterdam patrician, 
van Hogendorp, writing in the French lan- 
guage in 1786, declares that his country is 
troubled by a cabal. 'Teople say," he adds, 
"that this cabal is divided into aristocrats 
and democrats." "Aristocrat" entered into 
popular parlance among the Dutch in 
these years; but "democrat" remained rare, 
the popular party calling itself Patriot. In 
Belgium, however, that is, the Austrian 



Netherlands, in the revolt of 1789 against 
the emperor, the advanced party came to 
call itself Democrat By January 1791 its 
leaders were speaking of les braves Demo- 
crates and les bons Democrates. One even 
wrote, "Vive la Democratie!" . . . 

"Democrat" was rarely used in France, 
despite its currency in Belgium in 1790 
and 1791. It was probably coined, in 
France as in Holland or Belgium, in con- 
tradistinction to "aristocrat." Ferdinand 
Brunot, in his tremendous history of the 
French language, lists two hundred and 
six nouns and phrases designating political 
alignments during the Revolution. "Demo- 
crat" is in the list, but there are many 
more familiar terms, such as "patriots," 
"Jacobins," or "sansculottes." Dubois- 
Crance", the future regicide, used it in 
1790 in speaking on the military policy 
suitable to the new France. He describes 
the citizen soldier "a patriot, an honest 
democrat." In 1791 Brissot claimed to advo- 
cate "a popular monarchy, tending to the 
popular side. Such is my democracy." In 
1793, when Louis XVI was executed, the 
drums rolled to smother the last sounds 
and the crowds shouted 'Vive la Reyub- 
liquel" One young man heard, or at least 
reported, "Long live Democracy!" He was, 
however, a Greek, writing to a fellow coun- 
tryman in the Greek language. It may be 
that "democracy" to him, not being a for- 
eign word, could convey a feeling that it 
lacked for western Europeans; that he used 
it naturally as a translation for the Latin 
"republic," to express the ideals and pas- 
sions that he sensed in revolutionary Paris. 
With the advent of the Jacobins and the 
Terror, "democracy" became more fre- 
quent, though never common. It was oc- 
casionally used at the Jacobin Club, where 
Camille Desmoulins cried that "the Eng- 
lish people must be exterminated from Eu- 
rope, unless they democratize themselves!" 
H&ault-Sechelles, submitting what is 
called the Jacobin constitution to the Con- 
vention for adoption, praised it as "repre- 
sentative and democratic." The constitu- 
tion itself, though in fact democratic, 
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allowing universal male suffrage and pro- 
viding measures of initiative and referen- 
dum, does not use the word. . . . 

In Holland after 1795 there was an im- 
portant newspaper at Amsterdam called De 
Democraten. The Amsterdam political club 
said it wanted the democratisck systema, 
Even the French Directory, which used the 
word sparingly, declared in instructions for 
its agent in Holland, in December 1797, 
that the Dutch people desired a "free and 
democratic constitution." About a third of 
the members of the Dutch constituent as- 
sembly signed a petition, in January 1798, 
in favor of "a democratic representative 
constitution." A constitutional committee, 
in February, affirmed to the French agent, 
Delacroix, that the Dutch were "capable 
of a greater measure of democracy than 
would be suitable for the French." 

In parts of Germany, notably the Rhen- 
ish states, there were people whose ideas 
were in effect democratic, but they seem 
to have used the word less often than the 
Dutch. One clubroom, in 1792, is reported 
to have had a sign on its wall reading Vive 
la Democratic. Au diable les aristocrates! 
in French! The journalist Lange, in an 
article comparing aristocracy and democ- 
racy, boldly declared for the latter, which, 
he said, offered more freedom to the real 
inequalities of human talent. . . . 

In Switzerland, the constitution of the 
Helvetic Republic, which was proclaimed 
by the French in 1798, declared in its 
Article II that "the form of government, 
whatever modifications it may undergo, 
shall at all times be a representative de- 
mocracy." Of all the written constitutions 
promulgated in Europe and America, in 
the last quarter of the eighteenth century, 
this is apparently the only one to call it- 
self explicitly democratic. Its author was 
the Basel revolutionary, Peter Ochs, who 
spent a good deal of time in Paris. . . . 
It was in Italy that the word "democ- 
racy," in a favorable sense, was most com- 
monly used in the years from 1796 to 
1799. The most striking example comes 
from no less a person than Pius VII, two 



years before his elevation to the papacy. 
From 1785 to 1800 he was Bishop of Imola, 
a town in the northern part of the Papal 
States. Revolutionary disturbances broke 
out on every side when the French army, 
under Bonaparte, conquered Lombardy in 
1796. Imola was absorbed into the Cis- 
alpine Republic. On Christmas Eve 1797 
the Bishop of Imola issued a Christmas 
homily to his diocese. It contains the word 
"democracy" eleven times within the space 
of a few hundred words. "The form of 
democratic government adopted among us, 
most beloved brethren," he said, "is not 
inconsistent with the Gospel . . ." 

The Milan popular club announces: 
"facciamo uno governo democratico" Peo- 
ple shout: "La Democrazia o la Morte!" 
Others wish to "democratize the People," 
to create "a democratic base." A newspaper 
declares that any republic in Italy must 
be "a democracy, one and indivisible." 
Pamphlets are entitled "Resurgence of op- 
pressed democracy" and "Democratic edu- 
cation for the Italian people." At Venice 
there is talk of creating a democracy, and 
Democratic Fecundity is exhibited by an 
engaged couple marching in a procession. 
At Rome a man named Martelli speaks 
casually of what will happen after the 
"democratization" of Naples and Tuscany. 
A proclamation reads, "Form yourselves 
into a democracy, People of the Roman 
Republic." There is a theatrical production 
called "The Democratization of Heaven." 
There is a grand ball in honor of Bona- 
parte: no "ladies" and very few seigneurs 
remains were present, but this is not sur- 
prising, because "the party was demo- 
cratic." And with republican Rome facing 
attack in 1799 by the King of Naples, the 
leaders try, though in vain, to make it a 
war for "democracy." . , . 

In England and Scodand the antidemo- 
crats seem to have monopolized the word. 
Wordsworth did indeed say in a private 
letter in 1794: *1 am of that odious class 
of men called democrats." But he said it 
with a note of defiance which eloquently 
suggests the disrepute of the word. Even 
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Thomas Paine rarely employs it, but in the 
third chapter of The Rights of Man, Part 
Two, he does address himself to the mean- 
ing of "republic/* "aristocracy," and "de- 
mocracy." "Democracy" occurs eleven times 
within about five hundred words. He dis- 
tinguishes it from direct or "simple" de- 
mocracy. "Retaining, then, Democracy as 
the ground, and rejecting the corrupt sys- 
tems of Monarchy and Aristocracy, the 
representative system naturally presents it- 
self. ... It is on this system that the 
American Government is founded. It is 
representation ingrafted upon Democracy." 
There are only three texts of the period, to 
my knowledge, where the author uses "de- 
mocracy" in a favorable sense, as often as 
eleven times within a few hundred words; 
and these three texts are those of Paine, 
Robespierre, and the man who became 
Pius VIL 

In the United States, where the people 
were still in large measure culturally Brit- 
ish, and in particular among those of the 
educated classes, there was undoubtedly 



some hesitation by democrats to adopt the 
word "democratic." . . . James Monroe, 
after reading the Anglo-Franco-American 
Paine's Rights of Man, remarks in a letter 
to Jefferson, in 1791, that he agrees with 
the author, and that "the bulk of the 
[American] people are for democracy." In 
the following years a great many political 
clubs, not unlike the radical societies of 
Britain and Continental Europe, began to 
appear in various parts of the United 
States. . . . The third to be organized, 
and the first to adopt the name "demo- 
cratic," was the Democratic Society of 
Pennsylvania. Its members at first planned 
to use the name Sons of Liberty; it was the 
French minister, Gene% who suggested the 
word "democratic" for this purpose. Sixteen 
others soon thereafter put "democratic" in 
their tides. . . . 

It is, therefore, no anachronism to apply 
the word "democratic" to the eighteenth- 
century revolution. It was the last decade 
of the century that brought the word out 
of the study and into actual politics. . . 



The Age of the Democratic Revolution 



ALFRED COBBAN 



Alfred Cobban, professor of French history at University College, London, 
and editor of the scholarly journal, H/story, is the most eminent living British 
historian of France. His many publications have ranged from eighteenth- 
century political theory, diplomacy, and public opinion to considerations of the 
problems of modern nationalism and dictatorship. Most recently, Professor 
Cobban has published an excellent two-volume History of Modern France. 



ERE has recently been a tendency 
nong modern historians to pay in- 
creased attention to the movements which 
transcend national boundaries. Thus the 
revolutionary wave which swept one coun- 
try after another in the latter years of the 
eighteenth century is now seen as in some 
respects the inroads of a single great tide. 
To write the history of such a movement 
is a difficult task. A mastery of the availa- 
ble literature in various languages, the 
basic research necessary to explore at least 
a few of the crucial gaps in our knowledge, 
a fundamental re-thinking of the political 
developments and an exploration of the 
social structure out of which they arise, are 
all necessary. The courage of Professor 
R. R. Palmer of Princeton University in 
launching on this colossal enterprise de- 
serves all the more admiration. Where 
other historians have ventured only to sug- 
gest international influence and affiliations, 
he has attempted for the first time a con- 
nected history based on an integrated pat- 
tern. 

The Age of the Democratic Revolution: 
a Political History of Europe and America, 
1760-2800: Volume I, The Challenge, is 



even more than this. With greater frank- 
ness than many other historians, who also 
have their prejudices, exhibit, Professor 
Palmer in writing of the struggle as one 
between C u sing the terms broadly) the 
aristocratic and the democratic conceptions 
of the community, asserts his own predi- 
lection for American democracy as against 
the inequalities of the European monarchi- 
cal and aristocratic systems. He also di- 
vorces the eighteenth-century democratic 
from the modern Marxist revolution, writ- 
ing, "It is permitted to believe that a bet- 
ter society, more humane, more open, more 
flexible, more susceptible to improvement, 
more favorable to physical welfare and to 
the pursuit of higher concerns, issued from 
the democratic revolution of the eighteenth 
century than from the communist revolu- 
tion of the twentieth." At the same time he 
insists that the eighteenth century did in- 
deed witness a revolution. To the Euro- 
pean reader his argument that "opposition 
to one revolution is no reason for rejecting 
all revolutions" may seem superfluous; but 
he reminds us that "there was something 
in the atmosphere of 1955 . . . which 
made it important, for some, to dissociate 
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the American Revolution from other revo- 
lutions/' Admittedly, in present-day his- 
torical writing "there is no agreement on 
what the American Revolution was"; and 
he tells us that "those who discount the 
revolutionary character of the American 
Revolution seem to be gaining ground." 
Against this, he presents an interpretation 
of the American War of Independence "on 
the analogy of revolutions in Europe." This 
is an interesting and profitable parallel, 
though Mr. Palmer possibly carries it a 
little too far. What happened in America, 
he suggests, was even more revolutionary 
than what happened subsequently in 
France, tested by two "quantitative and 
objective measures": first, the percentage 
of those who fled from the colonies as 
loyalists, which was 2.4, whereas the per- 
centage of emigres was only 0.5, in relation 
to the whole population; secondly, the 
compensation paid to the &migr&s in 1825, 
which was only twelve times as large as 
that paid earlier by the British govern- 
ment to the loyalists though revolutionary 
France was ten times as large as revolution- 
ary America. It would be easy to play this 
game with other sets of figures, but we 
shall have no difficulty in agreeing that the 
American was a real revolution without 
going into perhaps not very convincing 
statistical comparisons. 

On America Mr. Palmer seems to rely 
on the most recent historical work. On 
France he faithfully follows the interpreta- 
tion of Lefebvre, and if this is to be quar- 
relled with it can be only on the basis of 
new research. On Great Britain his step 
seems unsure. At the very beginning he 
tells us, in a footnote, 'It will be evident 
to the alert reader that I do not share the 
revisionist admiration shown by L. B. 
Namier for the old House of Commons." 
No historian is obliged to share all the 
views of Sir Lewis; I do not myself. But 
it might have been preferable not to dis- 
miss the work of the leading historian of 
the period in a single footnote, even if it 
represents a tendency with which Mr. 
Palmer does not sympathize and if its in- 



terpretation of British politics runs counter 
to his own. One historian cannot, of course, 
be equally familiar with the history of all 
countries, and the analysis of British de- 
velopments here sometimes suggests a sub- 
ject "got up" for the occasion but not really 
understood. 

The importance of occasional confused 
statements should, however, not be exag- 
gerated. On Mr. Palmer's history of the 
political developments in Sweden, Russia, 
Poland, Bohemia, Hungary, the Austrian 
Netherlands, the Swiss Cantons and so on, 
it would need as many different historians 
to comment adequately. Since he is writing 
on a broad scale it is almost inevitable that 
there will be statements that a historian 
with more detailed knowledge would want 
to modify or delete. But this does not af- 
fect the validity of his thesis of a single 
great democratic revolution dominating this 
period, or diminish his belief in the value 
of that revolution. In both respects I would 
go a long way with him. I think there 
was such a revolution, and when the ideals 
of the revolutionaries are compared with 
the facts of the various social and political 
systems against which they were revolting, 
my sympathies are certainly with them. 

On the other hand, while agreeing with 
Mr. Palmer's basic thesis and ends, I find 
it difficult to follow him all the way in his 
methods. He makes extensive use of paral- 
lels, which seem to me sometimes rather 
far-fetched. To fit Great Britain into the 
pattern, George IIFs political activities are 
likened to those of Louis XV, Maria 
Theresa and Gustavus III. With Pitt in 
office he finds that "as in the days of the 
Stamp Act, there was a remote and ludi- 
crous English analogy to the enlightened 
despotism of the Continent, which the 
Whiggish traditions of English history 
have perhaps concealed." The British 
House of Commons is compared with the 
parlement of Grenoble because it had a 
large proportion of young members in its 
ranks. Pitt's reform bill of 1785 is likened 
to the Maupeou reforms in France. Burke 
is "an eloquent writer, a man of feeling, 
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and an expatriate, in many ways surpris- 
ingly like Jean-Jacques Rousseau." When 
France, Zurich and Bern employ their 
treaty rights to intervene in Geneva, there 
is "a premonition of the Holy Alliance and 
the Protocol of Troppau." Admitting a dif- 
ference in scale and intensity, this time 
I think on the side of France, Mr. Palmer 
finds the France of the Reign of Terror 
foreshadowed in detail by the America of 
1776 a revolutionary government, com- 
mittees of public safety, representatives on 
mission, paper money and forged paper 
money, price controls, oaths, delation, con- 
fiscations, Jacobins who wind up as sober 
guardians of the law "how much it all 
suggests what was to happen in France a 
few years later!" It seems to me that to 
push the parallel into such detail is to 
weaken rather than strengthen the case. 

When Mr. Palmer finds, on the con- 
trary, a parallel which runs counter to his 
own ideas, he has no difficulty in detect- 
ing differences. Thus his most prominent 
theme is that of an aristocratic counter- 
revolution, accompanying, following or 
even preceding the democratic revolution. 
He sees it in France, Great Britain and 
Ireland, Geneva, the Dutch Republic, Rus- 
sia, Sweden, Poland, Prussia. Some Ameri- 
can historians have also seen a kind of "aris- 
tocratic resurgence 1 ' in the United States 
after independence, but Mr. Palmer pa- 
triotically protests, "My own view is that, 
while a new upper class was undoubtedly 
growing up in the United States, it was 
clearly more dynamic, more oriented to 
the future, more receptive to change than 
the aristocracies of Europe." Elsewhere he 
tends to subordinate the differences to the 
similarities. His approach is well repre- 
sented by what he writes of the French 
Revolution: "So much being said for the 
uniqueness of the French Revolution, the 
pattern used in foregoing chapters will be 
applied to it in the following pages." Since, 
I suspect, the pattern was originally de- 
rived from a study of the French Revolu- 
tion, it naturally fits very well in this case. 

Another danger involved in his method 
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is the temptation unconsciously to omit 
those facts that do not fit the pattern. Thus 
we are told that the aristocratic parties in 
the smaller countries "showed a strong 
tendency to depend on foreign aid." This 
is true, but the fact that so also did 
their democratic opponents, though not 
ignored, emerges rather less emphatically. 
We are also told that "the leaders of demo- 
cratization showed an affinity for France" 
as against Great Britain. Indeed they did 
in America and the Dutch Republic. But 
why omit to say that in Geneva it was the 
oligarchy who called in France and their 
opponents who looked to Britain? It is 
mentioned that among the Genevan demo- 
crats Claviere settled in France, but at 
first, like most of the leaders of the Gene- 
van movement, he fled to England and 
obtained financial aid from the British 
Government. It is true, as Mr. Palmer ob- 
serves, that "not everything can be told." 
Perhaps the Corsican struggle for inde- 
pendence, which also looked to Great 
Britain, is not relevant to his thesis. But in 
discussing enlightened despotism, why 
Sweden and Russia, and not Spain, Naples 
or Denmark? In the case of Spain it is 
frankly admitted that material to support 
the main thesis cannot be extracted from 
its history. Moving closer home, Mr. 
Palmer speaks of the "rough kind of 
equality" in the colonies. Twice he adds, 
except for slavery, but are two perfunctory 
references enough for such a prominent 
feature of the American scene? 

This raises a further difficulty. No doubt 
it could be argued that slavery, and other 
matters that are omitted, are irrelevant to 
the argument. And obviously if we allowed 
exceptions to dictate our interpretations we 
should never be able to detect any general 
tendencies in history at all. Mr. Palmer 
has made a gallant attempt to break away 
from the concentration on individual trees 
which during the last generation seems to 
have made it impossible for many his- 
torians ever to recognize a wood. If a major 
and essential aspect of a subject were to be 
excluded, that would be a different matter, 
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and unfortunately I cannot help feeling 
that this is what has happened here. Since 
Mr. Palmer entitles his book a "Political 
History" it would be grossly unfair to criti- 
cize it simply on the ground that it is not 
something else. The problem is whether 
the democratic revolutions of which he 
writes can be understood in purely, or even 
predominantly, political terms. Thus he 
seems, in writing of the French Revolu- 
tion, to want to draw a distinction between 
the revolution, which was political, and its 
results which might be social. He says, 'It 
remained primarily political . . . But in 
its effects on society and social and moral 
attitudes, it went far beyond the merely 
political." I wonder if this is a possible dis- 
tinction. And if the results of the demo- 
cratic movement extend far beyond the 
political, do not also its causes? One can 
see the difficulty: the material for a syn- 
thesis on social evolution in the second half 
of the eighteenth century hardly exists. 
Lacking this, a general history has to be 
political or nothing. Where some serious 
work has been done on social analysis, as 
it has in the history of America, Mr. 
Palmer does in fact make good use of it. 
This may be why his discussion of the 
American Revolution seems so much more 
substantial than what he has to say of the 
democratic revolution in other countries. 
It may also be the reason why the Ameri- 
can Revolution is the one which, in his 
picture, breaks away farthest from the 
generalized pattern. 

There is another aspect of the demo- 
cratic revolution which also still lacks fun- 
damental research. This is the develop- 
ment of the idea of popular sovereignty 
and its progress from theory to practice. 
Mr. Palmer curiously (but inevitably, 
given the present state of work on the sub- 
ject) devotes far more space to aristocratic 
than to democratic theory. The latter seems 
to boil down to Rousseau's Contrat social, 
"the great book of the political revolution." 
This is a subject for endless controversy, 
which need not be explored here; but Mr. 
Palmer weakens the case when he tells us 



that Sieves "translated the ideas of the 
Contrat 'social into the language of 1789." 
The opposition between Qu'est-ce que le 
Tiers Etat? and the Contrat social is glaring, 
and if Sieves adequately represented the 
ideas of the Tiers Etat of 1789, the politi- 
cal influence of the Contrat social on them 
must have been negligible. But the history 
of the political ideas of the period requires 
much further investigation. 

If we end on a series of questions, this 
should not diminish our gratitude to Pro- 
fessor Palmer for being the first to venture 
on the bold synthesis which forces them 
upon our attention. We are beginning to 
have some idea who and what the Ameri- 
can revolutionaries were. But who were 
the Dutch Patriots? What kind of mer- 
chants were these who are said to have 
rioted in the streets of Amsterdam, and 
what was the "amorphous populace" that 
shouted Oranje hoven! through The 
Hague? Because of the valuable work of 
Susanne Tassier we know about some of 
the Vonckist democrats in the Austrian 
Netherlands, whose leaders at least seem 
to have been largely professional men, but 
the social composition of the French revo- 
lutionaries of 1789, and how far they can 
be called democrats, is evidently still a 
matter of controversy. 

Since Mr. Palmer throughout his book 
emphasizes that the democrats in America, 
Holland, Geneva and elsewhere looked to 
France, one might have expected to learn 
something of the democratic movements 
before 1789 inside France itself. Instead 
we are taken straight from the Aristocratic 
Revolt to the "revolutionary psychology" 
of 1789, and whether this is to be regarded 
as essentially democratic is not clear to rne, 
though at the end of the book, in an Ap- 
pendix, it is argued that the Constitution 
of 1791 was "somewhat more 'democratic/ 
and somewhat less ^bourgeois/ than has 
been commonly said." More than this is 
needed if the democratic revolution in 
France, when it comes, is not to be pro- 
duced, surprisingly but unconvincingly, 
like the card one originally thought of, out 
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of the conjurer's pack. Mr. Palmer does in- 
deed tell us that "France before 1789 was 
full of Dutch, Belgian, Swiss, Irish, and 
even English political expatriates." I can't 
identify any English or Irish political refu- 
gees at this time, but that may be mere 
ignorance. The point is, that for a French 
democratic revolution it would be useful 
to have some Frenchmen. I am not sug- 
gesting that antecedents of 1793 and 1794 
might not be found in France if they were 
looked for, but only that until they have 
been looked for there is a fatal gap in Mr. 
Palmer's thesis. 

Again, whether the reformers in Eng- 
land were democrats in Mr. Palmer's sense 
of the term, and whether the English 
Protestant dissenters and the Irish Catho- 
lics fall into the same category, if 1780 in 
the British Isles was indeed a French Revo- 
lution 'manque, what roots there were, in 
towns like Sheffield and Bristol before the 
'nineties, for the later growth of the Cor- 
responding Societies these are questions 
which it is easier to ask than answer. What 



do we know of democracy in Sweden, or 
Poland, or Austria? It is no criticism of Mr. 
Palmer to say that his book does not answer 
these questions, for the research has not 
been done that would enable them, and 
many others like them, to be answered. 
Really his "Age of the Democratic Revolu- 
tion," which used to be called the Age of 
Enlightened Despotism, could, on the 
strength of his analysis, with much more 
appropriateness be called the Age of the 
Aristocratic Revival, for this is the subject 
to which the greater part of his book is 
devoted. It is far better documented Cout- 
side America) than the democratic move- 
ment, but is this because it was a much 
more widespread and substantial move- 
ment, or merely because we lack the knowl- 
edge of the democratic movement that 
would reveal its real shape to us? The 
function of the historian is not necessarily 
to answer all questions. One sign of a good 
history is that it should incite us to ask 
them. This Mr. Palmer's Age of the Demo- 
cratic Revolution does in ample measure. 
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Ws there a French Revolution or a 
revolution in France"? Such are 
the terms in which this question has been 
raised by my friend and colleague J. Go- 
dechot and by R. Palmer. . . . Should we 
drop the bad habit of speaking of a French 
Revolution in the same narrow way that 
such classical historians as Pierre Michelet 
and Tocqueville did? This is indeed what 
J. Godechot asks us to do. Rather, he sug- 
gests, we should consider a great Atlantic 
revolution, composed of a series of revolu- 
tions which began in 1763 in the English 
colonies of America, thence spreading to 
Switzerland, the Netherlands, Ireland, 
France, Germany, back to Switzerland, to 
Italy, even to the eastern Mediterranean, 
to Egypt, and to Spanish America. In the 
light of such a perspective, the French 
phenomenon can be viewed simply as one 
link in a chain. Is Mr. Palmer perhaps a 
little less dogmatic? Mr. Palmer warns 
against temptations that have led historians 
of different national backgrounds to exag- 
gerate the revolutionary spirit of their com- 
patriots before 1800, while underestimat- 



ing the influence of the French Revolution. 
Even so, both Palmer and Godechot under- 
line the features which are common to all 
these revolutionary movements. They share 
a similar ideology, exalting liberty and 
equality; they affirm popular sovereignty 
and self-determination; they stress the simi- 
larity in organization, in tactics, and revo- 
lutionary tasks, which in turn leads to a 
similar conclusion: the triumph of liberal- 
ism, nationalism, and the bourgeoisie. It 
seems to us that this thesis distorts true per- 
spective by overemphasizing common de- 
nominators and by underrating the sub- 
stantial differences in scope and revolution- 
ary content of all these movements. Con- 
temporaries and historians have not been 
mistaken in sensing and emphasizing the 
central importance of the French Revolu- 
tion and its essential uniqueness, to such a 
degree that the very word "revolution" un- 
derwent a change in meaning and became 
associated with events in France in the late 
eighteenth century. It is quite true that at 
the beginning of the French Revolution 
the American example was cited, and that 
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during the same first few months some 
Englishmen, Frenchmen, and Germans 
were convinced that France was following 
in the footsteps of England. This was a 
short-lived delusion. 

In its development the French Revolu- 
tion disconcerted, alienated, and antago- 
nized the majority of those who had sup- 
ported the English, American, Dutch, and 
Belgian revolutionary movements. Even 
those who continued to embrace Paine and 
Bentham were bypassed by events in 
France. As the French Revolution became 
increasingly radical, increasingly revolu- 
tionary, increasingly violent, the early 
phase that had horrified Burke had receded 
into the past. The French Revolution was 
not a revolution of the Anglo-Saxon type, 
but a uniquely French phenomenon, 
though in reflecting the expansive ten- 
dencies of the Grande Nation this revolu- 
tion did have universal overtones. 

In the course of our comparative studies 
of the principles and origins of the various 
declarations of the rights of man, we have 
lost sight of the fact that the French decla- 
ration was contingent upon the French 
anden regime: the French institutional 
setting alone can explain the French decla- 
ration of the rights of man; indeed, this 
declaration was conceived in order to over- 
throw the institutional framework. 

Unquestionably this declaration also had 
its ideological side. This ideological content 
was not exclusively French, despite the 
dominant influence of the French philo- 
sofhes whose doctrines had been exported 
to the United States before re-entering 
France. When all is said and done, how- 
ever, the declaration served above all as a 
war machine against French absolutism, 
inequality in every domain . . . and the 
intolerance of Roman Catholicism. It must 
be reiterated that this declaration, formu- 
lated at the very beginning of the revolu- 
tion, was more daring, more explosive, more 
revolutionary in France than its counter- 
part in America. In France the tug-of-war 
between principles and institutions the 
declaration and the existing social structure 



was clearly far greater and more violent. 
The French anden regime was mirrored in 
a social structure differing from that of 
other countries. Basically, the French decla- 
ration and its evolution, as well as the si- 
multaneous political activity, can be ex- 
plained by the French aristocratic reaction 
which created a much more revolutionary 
situation than existed elsewhere. 

The declaration served as an arsenal 
from which arguments on behalf of ever 
more daring proposals were drawn, justi- 
fying ever more revolutionary acts. This is 
borne out by a comparison of the succes- 
sive declarations of rights proposed or 
adopted and the successive constitutions: 
each was increasingly democratic, popular, 
and egalitarian. At least till the time of 
Thermidor the tidal wave which swept 
away the reservations and ambiguities of 
its beginnings demonstrated the radicalism 
and uniqueness of the French Revolution. 
This revolution had been accentuated by 
internal and external resistance, by the 
ruses and the threats of its adversaries. The 
unique scope and force of counterrevolu- 
tionary resistance explains why revolution 
elsewhere was less complete in its ideology 
as well as in its impact upon the economy, 
religion, army, and warfare. Danton took 
over where Lafayette left off; Robespierre 
and Saint-Just overtook and crushed Dan- 
ton; Babeuf and his supporters proclaimed 
the social revolution that even went be- 
yond what the Mountain had advocated. 
Abroad, while the revolution was looked 
upon as an inspiring example by some men, 
others agitated for a crusade against this 
monster. All agreed, however, that this was 
a levelling and victorious revolution the 
like of which could only have originated 
in France, and that could only have ema- 
nated from France. For a long time there- 
after the fierce stanzas of the Marseillaise 
still conjured up the fearful revolutionary 
image. The revolution was indeed French. 

While abroad men had aimed for the 
freedom of the individual and for national 
self-determination, in France equality 
loomed more important: "Not liberty but 
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equality made the revolution/' Napoleon 
was to repeat this phrase of Mirabeau's 
which defines the very Frenchness of the 
revolution. 

This singularity was derived from the 
very essence of die French nation: from 
its public opinion, its economy, and society. 
The uniqueness of this French phenome- 
non may be ascribed on one hand to aris- 
tocratic resistance, on the other hand to 
the revolutionary energy of the Third Es- 



tate. The Godechot-Palmer thesis does sug- 
gest a careful study of the economy and 
society of the various revolutionary nations, 
in order to compare them to the French 
setting. Only in this way will it be pos- 
sible to make a proper evaluation of simi- 
larities and differences. If this is done, this 
thesis will at least be of some value, such 
as the comparisons between the achieve- 
ments of the French Revolution and the 
enlightened despots that were once current. 
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IKB Babeuf and Buonarrotti, the English 
Jacobins have been somewhat vic- 
timized by a growing legend cultivated by 
British historians of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries who have sought 
a doctrinal justification in their national 
past. We are handicapped, therefore, by a 
false perspective which has greatly exag- 
gerated the historical importance and genu- 
ine influence of a small group. Despite 
their wealth, cultivation, and a liberalism 
coupled with the best of intentions, . . 
the English Jacobins were essentially for- 
eigners in their own country, isolated from 
the masses who loathed them as hard- 
driving bosses, and ineffective as a political 
pressure group. The movement of the Jaco- 
bins per se, or more exactly that of the Dis- 
senters (Presbyterians, Independents, Bap- 
tists), is no doubt interesting on several 



counts: as a minority isolated by discrimi- 
natory measures which it did not succeed 
in having repealed; as set apart by superior 
education which . . . was the best obtain- 
able during the period; . . . finally, as a 
group identifiable in terms of family ties 
and economic interest (hence the expres- 
sion "Dissenting Interest"). The Sect, as it 
was called, was not a genuine political 
party but a great clan animated chiefly by 
moral and religious sentiments. It was a 
clan which led a life apart, that always had 
at least a foothold in the United States. 
Why did this group, despite its cultural 
contribution, have so litde influence once 
the Great Revolution had broken out in 
France? 

It is no doubt necessary to reword this 
question by focusing, not on the study of 
the Sect and its internal divisions (com- 
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mon to all Protestant movements), but on 
the broader horizon of the whole nation. 
The Jacobins enjoyed little success, mostly 
because, for a variety of reasons, the Eng- 
lish people at the time of the declaration 
of war were not in a revolutionary mood 
and were, rightly or wrongly, quite satis- 
fied with the institutions which excluded 
them almost completely from politics. In 
fact, the people thought of themselves as 
the happiest in the world: there were none 
more chauvinistic in all Europe. In this 
instance, Mr. Palmer notwithstanding, we 
are dealing with a specifically English sit- 
uation. The repeated political crises over 
the Wilkes affair were not quasi-revolu- 
tions, nor were the Gordon Riots of 1780, 
which were provoked by anti-Catholicism 
and xenophobia. ... If there was no 
quasi-revolutionary situation in England 
during the period 1760-1805 the reason 
must be sought in the relative well-being 
of the masses . . . and in the enormous 
success of Methodism, an enthusiastic and 
emotional religion which channeled pop- 
ular violence. The impact of this religion 
that made hard work and sobriety manifest 
signs of grace was eminently conservative. 
At no time [for instance] did the Metho- 
dists endorse the campaign for repeal [of 
the discriminatory legislation against Dis- 
senters]. The religion of Wesley was in- 
deed the bastard child of that other hip- 
popotamus, the Anglican Church. 

Though this is a heatedly controversial 
area, apparently living standards did ad- 
vance in the cities, at least ... in the 
last third of the [eighteenth] century. Only 
from 1810 did conditions really begin to 
deteriorate. [Until then] progress, in Lon- 
don and the great cities of the northwest, 
marked by increased use of meat and of 
common everyday articles, was notable. 
Thanks to the development of an industry 
which, by mass production methods, 
reached the middle and even the poor con- 
sumer, the people were better and more 
cheaply dressed than in 1770. The urban 
artisan's market was not only the luxury 
trade, [but particularly] in the northwest 



the genuine industrial prosperity depended 
on the large-scale patronage of the middle 
class. In London the people ate bread, 
potatoes, and meat: the John Bull of the 
Sign of the Royal George was no mythical 
personage, nor did Hogarth lie. In 1790 
and 1792 the spinnery workers of Man- 
chester were to be in the vanguard of anti- 
Jacobin rioting; in Birmingham it was the 
populace which set Priestley's house on 
fire. There were no food crises in England, 
and since 1745 political peace had rarely 
been breached. At the same time, for rea- 
sons which are still open to controversy, 
the population increased considerably. Was 
the cause of this increase to be found in 
the progress of hygiene, in more sensible 
clothing, in greater personal cleanliness, in 
better housing, in the advance of medical 
science, in new hospitals, in declining al- 
coholism, safer childbirths in the hospitals? 
Perhaps all of these contributed, although 
in the new hospitals one was likely to 
catch all those illnesses that one did not 
have before entering; smallpox was always 
on the rampage. But after all, there was 
progress which could be seen and felt, and 
pie were not discontented with their 



Besides, the war against France was 
popular: it was an easy war which did not 
yet burden the majority of the people. To 
be sure, the press gang and its methods 
were detested, yet even the pressed men 
mutinied only rarely. Jack Tar was modest 
in his demands: the worst-fed sailors in all 
Europe fought like lions. In one sense it 
was the war that checked the threat of 
revolution. John Bull hated the French as 
he despised the Irish and Scotch. As the 
revolutionary crisis deepened, this popular 
patriotism became even more marked and 
constituted the best rampart of Church 
and King, of established power. The peo- 
ple, moreover, barely distinguished be- 
tween a revolutionary France and the 
French of the Bourbons, both of them 
militaristic and menacing with their vast 
armies and population. In the beginning, 
no doubt the Corresponding Societies did 



The English Jacobins and the French Revolution 



25 



enjoy a very substantial membership, par- 
ticularly among skilled workers such as 
foremen, compositors, master shoemakers, 
watchmakers, etc. Yet by 1793 governmen- 
tal propaganda succeeded by fighting the 
reformers with their own methods. (Beer 
was on the side of the government with the 
tavern keeper being a most effective anti- 
Jacobin propagandist.) This offensive also 
relied upon increasingly efficient weapons, 
such as Stamp Acts, Combination Laws, 
etc. Above all, the government feared the 
development of a union movement, the 
growth of which it succeeded in delaying. 
This popular chauvinism was no doubt 
the main reason why the reformist move- 
ment was unsuccessful. Whoever said "Dis- 
senter" said "Leveller," "Commonwealth- 
man/' and ultimately "Jacobin": such were 
the names which their enemies called them, 
and "J ac bm" was synonymous with 
Frenchman. The revolutionary cause was 
lost because the revolution was French. 
Had it been Polish or Turkish, the pro- 
revolutionary groups in England would 
have had greater chances of being heard. 
As things stood, the Jacobins appeared as 
semi-traitors, as foreigners in their own 
country, a prejudice which even had a 
certain foundation, since the leaders of the 
Sect owned property in the United States 
(and sometimes also in France), emigrat- 
ing when conditions [in England] deterio- 
rated. By 1793 all their major political fig- 
ures had departed, with some of them suc- 
cessfully establishing themselves in France. 
This was hardly the most effective method 
of converting England! The Dissenters 
men of wealth, hard drivers, austere puri- 
tans, little English Robespierres did every- 
thing to fan the hatred felt for them by 
their employees. The Dissenters had con- 
demned the poor laws as favoring the car- 
dinal sin of laziness, just as they had con- 
demned the great state monopolies from 
which they were excluded. Their complete 
economic liberalism alienated them from 
the masses as much as did their infatuation 
for a revolution the meaning of which they 
failed to grasp. 



We are indeed dealing here with fearful 
misunderstandings. As far as the Dissenters 
were concerned, the revolution was the 
work of God, opening the Reign of the 
Just! . . . According to this logic poor Pitt 
became the anti-Christ On the French side 
there were similar misunderstandings: the 
French clubs entertained delusions about 
the strength of the revolutionary move- 
ment in England, having relied on the 
publications of the Corresponding Socie- 
ties and on the somewhat sanguine hallu- 
cinations of a few English emissaries who 
had made the pilgrimage to Paris. Just as 
the English people light-heartedly accepted 
the war against revolutionary France be- 
cause they were sure of an easy and pain- 
less victory, the French of the Year II were 
convinced that their English "brothers" 
were only awaiting a signal to depose 
Georges Dandin [King George III] and 
his minister. French and English Jacobins 
were caught in mutual mystification. 

Thus the basic fact was simply the ab- 
sence of a revolutionary spirit in England. 
Verbal pointillism over the word "democ- 
racy" is useless as it proves nothing at all. 
Granted that there was a strong movement 
in favor of parliamentary reform which, 
however, was arrested by a war which 
ushered in the two most reactionary dec- 
ades of modern English history. Thanks to 
anti-French chauvinism, even the poor mad 
king regained a little of his popularity. 
The Church recovered a sort of virginity 
as a peculiarly national institution allied 
to John Bull, good beer, and the visceral 
anti-Jacobinism of the masses. 

Though Jacobins were no more than 
voices crying in the wilderness, their fail- 
ure was not complete. In the century fol- 
lowing, the aims of the great dissenting 
academies of Warrington and Hackney 
were to be more fully and durably realized 
in the University of London, open to all 
without religious discrimination; the Jaco- 
bins themselves found worthy disciples in 
the Philosophical Radicals, who were more 
in touch with English realities. 



The Spread of French 
Revolutionary Ideas in Ireland 



H. L. CALKIN 



Homer L. Calkin, the author of this article, is an American historian 
formerly with American University and the National Archives, and presently 
with the United States Department of State. He has published several articles 
on the French and American revolutions and on Ireland during the eighteenth 
century in professional journals in Paris, Dublin, and the United States. 



POLITICAL and philosophic ideas are 
frequently not confined to a single 
geographic area. Ideas originating in one 
nation reach individuals and groups in 
other countries where they may be largely 
accepted. This is often true where two 
countries undergo a period of crisis and 
the ideas developed in one may he adopted 
in the other country where political and 
economic conditions further such accept- 



ance. 



During the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century, Ireland was influenced, not only 
by certain groups in North America, but 
also by European countries that had un- 
dergone revolutionary changes. The Amer- 
ican colonies' efforts to gain their inde- 
pendence in turn stimulated greater Irish 
efforts to conquer a larger measure of free- 
dom. France, which during the period of 
the French Revolution had carried the 
principles of liberty and equality further 
than had North America, served as Ire- 
land's model in her quest for fuller politi- 
cal expression of her national identity. 



In the past the American and French 
Revolutions have received much attention 
since these two peoples had pioneered in 
casting off ancient institutions and restric- 
tions. In this context, however, Ireland's 
role should not be forgotten. Our aim here 
is to show not merely the extent to which 
the French revolutionary ideas had pene- 
trated Ireland, but also to trace the initial 
steps of the Irish Revolution. 

For a long time Ireland and France had 
enjoyed fairly close connections, as the 
Catholic religion served to tie the two 
countries together. Earlier, Louis XIV and 
James II had been good friends, while 
Irish priests continued to receive their edu- 
cation in French schools. Both countries 
had frequently faced England as the com- 
mon enemy. Circumstances such as these 
had made for an occasionally very close re- 
lation between the two. 

From its beginnings, the French Revolu- 
tion was enthusiastically received in Ire- 
land. According to one contemporary it was 
"but the spark which set the combustible 
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matter on fire; but trie gunpowder was 
there before the French revolution was in 
contemplation." Many Irishmen were con- 
vinced that the French were gaining rights 
such as political and religious freedom, 
parliamentary, political and social reform, 
liberation of people and land from oppres- 
sive controls, long sought in Ireland. "Were 
these not the secular claims of Ireland?" 
inquired another contemporary. While in 
France land was being liberated, in Ire- 
land the very people whose ancestors had 
owned the land were now barred from it. 
Trade, freed in France, faced "insurmount- 
able bounds" in Ireland. Already in 1789, 
according to one French historian, Irish 
newspapers, pamphlets and public discus- 
sions generally drew upon "our ideas, our 
debates and our victories." 

Edward Wakefield thought that "in no 
country in the world, perhaps, was this 
new French system so likely to find con- 
tinuance as in Ireland." The Irish "sym- 
pathized most sincerely with the French 
people, and watched their progress to free- 
dom with the utmost anxiety/' In the 
French victories they saw "the promise of 
a new freedom for all oppressed peoples." 
From its onset, the French Revolution was 
generally regarded as welcome in Ireland, 
and as Romilly wrote at the end of two 
years, "the French Revolution there has 
always been universally popular; and if the 
enthusiasm which it has kindled should 
anywhere break out in acts of violence, it 
will certainly be first in Ireland." The 
French were aware of such sentiments and 
hoped to exploit them. In 1792 [for exam- 
ple] French agitators sought to provoke a 
revolution in Ireland: "It is there that the 
infamous banditti in France expect the ex- 
plosion will happen." In this way England, 
France's stubborn foe, might be dealt a 
death-blow. 

For a long time Irishmen had advocated 
political and economic liberty. The Ameri- 
can and French Revolutions intensified the 
desire to obtain such national freedom and 
individual rights. Public orators, journal- 
ists, pamphleteers and others responded by 



invoking French revolutionary ideas such 
as republicanism, liberty, equality, Jacobin- 
ism, land reform, etc. political and philo- 
sophic ideas which they adapted to the po- 
litical, economic, social and religious con- 
ditions prevailing in Ireland and spread 
among different sections of the people. 

In and of themselves new ideas and an 
excellent propaganda machine are not 
enough if the means of dissemination are 
lacking. Even without the benefit of mod- 
ern instruments such as radio, films and 
television, Ireland was not bereft of means 
of communication: newspapers, posters, 
proclamations, celebrations commemorating 
events in France, visits by Frenchmen 
were among the ways in which many 
Irishmen were won over. Thus the propa- 
gandists for revolutionary doctrines began 
by influencing the lower layers of the pop- 
ulation among whom, quite early, many in- 
cendiary ideas circulated. Moreover, manu- 
facturers encouraged the diffusion of the 
new ideas among their workers. To check 
this, the Irish parliament passed laws 
abridging freedom of the press, yet with 
little success since the heavier the shackles 
imposed the more literature of revolution- 
ary and even of infidel opinion was eagerly 
read." . . . 

. . . especially by means of newspapers, 
the ideas and principles of men such as 
Roland, Robespierre and other Frenchmen 
were supplemented by the ideas of Irish- 
men which were spread throughout Ire- 
land, Many events, ideas, organizations and 
practices of the French Revolution gained 
acceptance in Ireland where they served 
propaganda purposes. The enthusiasm 
aroused among Irishmen by the French 
Revolution is evinced by the many cele- 
brations which took place, particularly at 
Belfast. In 1791, the July 14 anniversary 
of the fall of the Bastille was commemo- 
rated at Dublin and Belfast, while by 1792 
many cities took part in such celebra- 
tions. . . . 

Irishmen did more than drink toasts, 
march in parades and cheer for liberty. 
Collections for the French were taken up 
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at Armagh, as was done later by the 
United Irishmen in Belfast where, on May 
18, 1792, the Society decided to send 
financial assistance to the French. Other 
revolutionary societies of northern Ireland 
followed suit. In the single town of Cole- 
raine, County Londonderry, ^600 were 
subscribed. In July 1792, a M. Francois 
read a letter written by friends of the 
French Constitution in Ireland before the 
French National Convention which offered 
/800 to defray state expenditures. 

In order to pursue such propaganda ef- 
forts successfully, it was essential that 
France and Ireland keep in touch with 
events in each other's country. From the 
onset of the French Revolution "a corre- 
spondence was opened between the United 
Irishmen and die French revolutionary 
government." Under one pretext or an- 
other, representatives of the two countries 
traveled back and forth. For example, the 
Reverend William Jackson was to leave for 
Paris to "confer with the government." 
His task was "to establish a concert be- 
tween the rulers of France and the mal- 
contents of Ireland/'. . . 

Some Frenchmen also came to visit Ire- 
land during this period. In 1791 and 1792, 
Rabaud de St. Etienne spent some time in 
Belfast and Dublin. 'There is not a doubt 
but that the active interference of some 
French democrats among the disaffected 
part of the Irish Nation, their extravagant 
admiration of the French Revolution, and 
their correspondence with some of the 
clubs in France, contributed materially to 
diffuse the intoxicating poison of republi- 
canism." 

The ideas of the French Revolution 
were modified by these propagandists in 
order to adapt them directly to Irish con- 
ditions and to profit as fully as possible 
from already prevailing currents of public 
opinion. While therefore this activity af- 
fected all segments of Irish society, it did 
so in varying degrees. Among some sec- 
tions of die population, the ideas led to 
immediate action, while among others they 
were embraced for a time but later aban- 



doned. The majority of the people were, 
however, affected. Viewed in the long run, 
many of the events of succeeding years, as 
well as the Irish outlook which they mir- 
rored, may be explained in part by this 
positive or negative response to the French 
Revolution in the United Kingdom in gen- 
eral and in Ireland in particular. 

During a year or two [after 1789] 
scarcely any elements of the population 
viewed the consequences of the French 
Revolution with apprehension. Wolfe 
Tone said that as the Revolution pro- 
gressed, Catholics "were rapidly advancing 
in political spirit and information." None- 
theless, the confiscation of church prop- 
erty and the abridgement of clerical privi- 
leges in France disturbed Irish Catholics, 
especially their leaders, as did the Paris 
massacres of 1792 which left a strong 
imprint. Moderate republicans came to 
fear a liberty which might bring such hor- 
rors in its train. According to Richard 
Madden, "The Catholic aristocracy, always 
a timid and selfish body, offered to support 
government in withholding their privileges; 
the Catholic clergy separated in a body 
from the Reformers, and denounced the 
atheism of France from their altars." In 
their hatred of French infidelity and athe- 
istic republicanism, they "had become 
zealous royalists.". . . 

Among the lower classes hatred of the 
English did not diminish during the revo- 
lutionary epoch. Catholic laymen and even 
a few priests were found in rebel ranks 
during the 1798 uprising, though to what 
extent this was the outcome of revolution- 
ary ideas is difficult to determine. The 
Revolution probably not only failed to 
dampen, but actually intensified Catholic 
desire for freedom. 

The case of the Catholic hierarchy was 
different. The confiscation of land, as well 
as the French Catholic dignitaries' loss of 
prestige, position and wealth was viewed 
with apprehension in Ireland, where, more- 
over, die Pope's denunciation of the events 
in France could but weaken the sympathy 
of priests f'md bishops for a revolution 
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which was so close by. All this may explain 
their support of the Act of 1800, which 
combined the Irish and British parliaments 
into a single body, even though Catholic 
emancipation, promised in exchange for 
their support, failed to materialize. The 
clergy had nevertheless preferred negotia- 
tion to revolution. Among landlords and 
high officials anti-French hostility was vio- 
lent. . . . 

Nonetheless a negative attitude toward 
the French Revolution did not become 
generalized. The passion for liberty and 
the republic was strongest among the Pres- 
byterian dissenters of Ulster, whose center 
was Belfast. Already in 1791 "a republican 
madness" had swept the North, where 
these dissenters were the first to take a 
"most decided and unqualified" stand in 
favor of the French Revolution. Hence it 
was there that the United Irishmen began 
advocating republicanism and separation 
from England. Nor did this group falter 
and return to old ways of thinking. 

Since Presbyterians and United Irish- 
men together constituted the bulwark of 
the Irish Revolution, it seems important to 
speak more fully of their propaganda. At 
the beginning of 1792, the Northern Star 
furnished some definitions in an article 
dealing with the "Rights of Men and Citi- 
zens," proclaiming that: 

All men have equal Rights. 

These Rights are, Liberty, Security, Prop- 
erty, and Resistance to Oppression. 

Liberty is the right of saying, writing, and 
doing whatever we please, without injuring 
the State, our neighbour, or ourselves. 

Security is the right of being protected by 
the Public Force against evil doers. 

Property consists in every one doing what 
he please with his own, excepting those who 
are under age, or deprived of their reason. 

Resistance to oppression is the right of tak- 
ing up arms against open violence, and illegal 
or tyrannical compulsion. . . . 

The Union Star, more direct in its call 
to insurrection, sought to rouse men to in- 
dignation "against the impious wretch who 
profanely assumes the tide of reigning by 



the Grace of God, and impudently tells 
the world he can do no wrong." An appeal 
was made to the ruling class who had 
handed out privileges "to murderers in 
order to depopulate" Ireland. They had 
confiscated the private possessions of the 
Irish and the soil of Ireland, exposing the 
"children to poverty and all its consequent 
calamities." The Star continued: 

Ere the grave . . . embosoms thee, make an 
atonement, for the vices of their predecessors; 
resist not the claims of a people reduced to 
every misery: in thy name give back the 
properties that thy nation wrested from a suf- 
fering people, and let the descendants of those 
English ruffians restore to Irishmen their 
country, and to their country liberty. Tis 
rather late to trifle one fortunate breeze may 
do it, and then woe be to him who was a 
tyrant, or who is unjust. . . . 

In time, the call to insurrection became 
even more pressing. A manifesto urged the 
Irish to "arise like a great and powerful 
people, determined to live free or die." 
They were to arm and to throw them- 
selves 'like lions" upon their enemies. The 
appeal continued thus: 

War alone must occupy every mind and every 
hand in Ireland until its long-oppressed soil 
be purged of all its enemies. Vengeance, 
Irishmen, vengeance on your oppressors! re- 
member that thousands of your dearest friends 
have perished by their merciless orders. Re- 
member their burnings, their rackings, their 
torturings, their military massacres, and their 
legal murders. . . . 

If the effectiveness of any propaganda is 
to be judged by the positive or negative 
reactions of the people, Irish insurrection- 
ary propaganda did have some results. In- 
surrectionary acts did take place in sev- 
eral counties in 1797 and 1798, while in 
many regions protests on the part of dis- 
contented elements were widespread. It 
was at this time that the French, under the 
command of General Humbert, landed at 
Killala on August 22, 1798, kindling Irish 
hopes by proclaiming that they had "come 
to support your courage, to share your dan- 
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gers, to join their arms, and to mix their 
blood with yours in the sacred cause of 
liberty. . . . Union! liberty! the Irish Re- 
public! such is our shout, let us march 
our hearts are devoted to you; our glory is 
in your happiness." 

Indeed the French and Irish penetrated 
half way to Dublin before the govern- 
mental forces were able to stave off the 
threat. Nonetheless, the danger had 
loomed so large that it was one of the fac- 
tors which led the English to advocate the 
Act of Union of 1800 which placed both 
countries under one parliament. 

Even after the elimination of the danger 
of rebellion in 1798, the United Irishmen 
remained active. An Irish catechism was 
published and circulated "for the purpose 
of keeping the flame of it alive." It is of 
interest to consider the objectives of this 
organization during the several years which 
followed their initial contact with the 
French Revolution and after they had or- 
ganized an uprising seeking secession from 
England. The preamble, which is worth 
quoting in its entirety, clearly states the 
position of the United Irishmen. One 
might well have called this the "rights of 
men" or the "rights of an Irishman": 

I believe in the Irish Union, in the supreme 
majesty of the people, in the equality of men, 
in the lawfulness of insurrection, and of re- 
sistance to oppression. I believe in the revo- 
lution founded on the rights of man in the 
natural and imprescriptible right of all the 
Irish citizens to the land. I believe the soil, 
or any part of it, cannot be transferred with- 
out the consent of the people, or their repre- 
sentatives, convened and authorised by the 
votes of every man having arrived at the age 
of twenty-one years. I believe the land, or 
any of it, cannot become the property of any 
man, but by purchase, or as rewards for 
forwarding and preserving the publick liberty. 
I believe our present connexion with England 
must be speedily dissolved. I believe that old 
age, pregnant women, and labour should be 
honoured. I believe that treason is the crime 
of betraying the people. I believe religious 
distinctions are only protected by tyrants. I 
believe applying the lands of the church to 
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relieve old age, to give education and protec- 
tion to infancy, will be more acceptable to a 
united people, than maintaining lazy hypo- 
crites and ravenous tythegatherers. In this 
faith I mean to live, or bravely die. . . . 

Throughout the French Revolution, 
many British and Irish political leaders had 
tried to draw attention to the threat posed 
to Ireland by a movement such as the one 
in France. The Revolution had barely be- 
gun when T. Somers Cocks was writing 
to Miles: "I dare say the spirit of liberty 
which has broken out in France will ex- 
tend itself to other countries." Miles, in 
the meantime, was writing from Paris to 
his Irish friend, Count Newenham: "Be- 
lieve me, nothing has been done as yet in 
this country worthy of being imitated in 
yours." Shortly after, he wrote once again: 
"Wait the conclusion of the Revolution 
in France before you think of introducing 
any of its regulations into Ireland, and 
even then, examine them well, and see 
that they are adapted to your habits, your 
maxims of government, and your preju- 
dices." 

Such warnings proved useless and, as 
we have seen, the passion for liberty con- 
tinued to grow among the Presbyterians of 
Belfast. . . . 

The Act of Union of 1800 ended for a 
good many years any possibility that the 
Irish people might gain either independ- 
ence or extensive individual liberties. Of 
the three revolutions the American, the 
French and the Irish the last had enjoyed 
the least success. Its ideas and principles, 
almost identical to those of the French, tes- 
tified to the same concern for liberty and 
individual equality. Like the French, the 
Irish revolutionaries would have toppled 
their ruling class, pursued a liberal and 
even anti-clerical policy, confiscated the 
property of the absentee landlords to turn 
the land over to the Irish masses. 

These aims could not be realized in the 
eighteenth century. Against a counter- 
revolution fomented by British opposition 
and supported by armed force, the Irish, 
inferior in numbers, lacked sufficient co- 



The Spread of French Revolutionary Ideas in Ireland 



hesion to act effectively. Nonetheless, Irish 
adherence to French ideas led England to 
look upon this adjoining part of the king- 
dom with apprehension and disapproval. 
Among the chief Irish objectives was par- 
liamentary reform, a measure which Eng- 
land was bound to oppose as applied to 
Ireland, since such reform was scarcely 
tolerated in England itself. To carry out 
legislative reforms and Catholic emancipa- 
tion might have precipitated uprisings and 
agitation in England at the very time that 
the country was involved in an important 
continental war. Under these circum- 
stances there was no question of tolerating 
political turmoil in one part of the empire. 
Had Ireland enjoyed the freedom to pro- 
ceed with the realization of its political 
ideas, a complete break between the two 
countries would have taken place. The 



union of the two parliaments, imposed by 
England, put off such changes, at least for 
the time being. 

What could not be accomplished during 
the eighteenth century had to be postponed 
until the nineteenth and twentieth cen- 
turies. Instead of undergoing a revolution 
bringing about radical changes within a 
short time, Ireland was obliged to follow 
a much slower evolutionary course to ob- 
tain the desired reforms. While the final 
result may have been the same, the process 
intensified Irish hostility toward England. 
One may thus conclude that the French 
Revolution's influence, however great, 
failed to produce the result that might have 
been expected; for Ireland, because of its 
proximity to Great Britain, was unable to 
throw off the yoke which it had worn 
for centuries. 
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Ernst Wangermann, the author of From Joseph II to the Jacobin Trials 
from which the following selection is taken, is a British historian of Austrian 
descent who has recently been appointed Lecturer in Modern History at the 
University of Leeds. Aside from his book, based on an Oxford University 
Ph.D. thesis, Mr. Wangermann has contributed articles on Austrian and Ger- 
man history to Collier's Encyclopedia and the New Cambridge Modern History. 

The "Jacobin Trials'' of 1 794 in Austria and Hungary saw the condem- 
nation for high treason of a number of professional men and army officers 
sympathetic to liberalism and the French Revolution. Many of the accused 
had been ardent supporters of the enlightened policies of Joseph II and of 
his successor, Leopold II. The trial of these middle-class liberals thus indicated 
that the new monarch, Francis II, intended to depart from the liberalism of his 
predecessors. 



IF one is to pass a fair judgement on 
the apprehensions of Count Pergen 
and the subsequent activities of his minis- 
try, it is necessary to investigate the actual 
strength and character of the active in- 
ternal opposition in the Habsburg do- 
minions in the troubled months of 1793- 
4. The evidence is inadequate, but must 
serve as far as it goes. 

Out of the frustrated political aspirations 
of the non-privileged had developed an ac- 
tive political opposition to the policies of 
Francis IFs government. But the govern- 
ment, so far from yielding to this oppo- 
sition continued and consolidated its poli- 
cies, and revived the Ministry of Police 
for the purpose of dealing with the oppo- 
sition. This left opponents of the govern- 
ment's policies with the alternative of 
either discontinuing their opposition and 
keeping their views to themselves, or of 
getting together unobtrusively with like- 



minded men to organize and co-ordinate 
their opposition with the aim of securing 
a change in policy while such a change 
was still feasible. 

According to all the evidence available, 
the various activities which have gone into 
history as the Jacobin Conspiracy were 
little more than such an attempt to organ- 
ize and co-ordinate the active opposition to 
the policies of Francis II's government. 

There already existed a strong tradition 
of regular gatherings of men of "advanced" 
opinions in places where foreign news- 
papers and periodicals were available, a 
tradition which dated from the days of 
Joseph II. As the political vanguard of the 
non-privileged turned into the political op- 
position under Francis II, these gatherings 
graduated into "democratic" or "Jacobin" 
assemblies in the official parlance of the 
time. For the increasing official disfavour 
in which they and their ideas were held 
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by the government could only strengthen 
the democrats' desire to meet like-minded 
people, to discuss political developments 
with them, and to exchange ideas. 

With the gradual disappearance of for- 
eign newspapers and periodicals at the in- 
stance of Counts Sauer, Pergen, and Sau- 
rau, and even more with the imposition 
of an uncomfortable and obnoxious police 
supervision over all coffee-houses and inns, 
the scene of political discussions shifted 
from public to private places beyond the 
reach of the watchful eye of the police. 
And within the four walls of private es- 
tablishments the general tone of the dis- 
cussions became more radical, hopes more 
exalted, and projects more daring. 

Such democratic gatherings existed prob- 
ably in all provinces of the monarchy, but 
the evidence we have is necessarily of 
those whose activities eventually brought 
down upon themselves the full force of 
the police, i.e., those in Innsbruck, Upper 
Styria, Vienna, and Hungary. 

The Innsbruck circle consisted entirely 
of university students who were brought 
together by an Italian enthusiast for the 
French Revolution. The latter, a servant of 
Sir Levett Hanson, instructed his young 
hearers in the history of the Revolution, 
as a result of which the latter decided to 
dedicate themselves to the cause of liberty 
and equality. 

The Styrian circles, of course, consisted 
in the main of the burghers' deputies to 
the diet and some of their electors, who 
had been compelled to give up their prom- 
ising campaign for peasant representation 
in the diet, but who were still trying to 
achieve full equality with the upper orders 
in the organization of the Styrian Estates. 
In Vienna there was more than one 
group, though the different groups over- 
lapped to a certain extent The most im- 
portant was that which gathered in the 
house of Baron Andreas Riedel, the con- 
fidant of Leopold II, who had tried to in- 
duce his successor to desist from the war 
against France. Here Lieutenant Heben- 
streit was a frequent and honoured at- 



tender, and expounded his view that hu- 
man misery would continue so long as 
men said "mine" and "thine*' and refused 
to have things in common. In this circle 
high and low seemed to mix on equal 
terms. 

A more purely intellectual group was 
that of Professor Wollstein, the Director of 
the Vienna School of Veterinary Surgery. 
This circle included the poet and magis- 
trate Prandstatter, ex-Professor Neupauer, 
and the lawyer Dr. Jutz. 

Lastly, there was the circle of the poet 
Blumauer and his landlord Johann Hack], 
which included such diverse personalities 
as Martinovics, the Abbe Strattmann, a 
friend of Gottfried van Swieten, and the 
police commissioner of Lemberg, Troll, 
who had carried out some secret assign- 
ments for Leopold under Gotthardi's di- 
rection. 

The members of each of these groups 
were mostly acquainted also with those of 
the others. Apart from the houses of Riedel, 
Wollstein, and Hackl, the premises of a 
small number of "democratic" shops in the 
centre of Vienna were used by them for 
short gatherings and discussions during the 
day. 

The chief occupation of all these groups 
was political discussion, especially of de- 
velopments in France, and the circulation 
of prohibited newspapers and books 
amongst themselves. Clauer's Kreuzzug 
wider die Franken was avidly read by Dim- 
bock and the Styrian burghers' deputies. 
Tom Paine's Rights of Man circulated in a 
French translation. Prohibited newspapers 
were smuggled in from Salzburg. News of 
French victories was always received with 
general acclamation, as it seemed to bring 
nearer prospects of peace. 

The social life of the groups was fairly 
well developed, and there were numerous 
dinner parties, especially when there were 
guests from abroad or from other provinces 
to be entertained. When spirits were high, 
the Marseillaise and a ira would be sung. 
The political activity of the democrats 
consisted above all in their sustained effort 
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to spread their own ideas among their fel- 
low citizens. This was done either by the 
direct method of introducing new members 
into the groups, or by disseminating leaf- 
lets, pamphlets, songs, and so forth, both 
of popular and more refined appeal. Riedel 
was the author of several satirical pam- 
phlets. Prandstatter translated Batthy&ny's 
Ad Amicam Aurem, and Gilovsky one of 
Robespierre's celebrated speeches. Both 
Martinovics and Riedel worked on a "Cate- 
chism," setting out their ideas in that form 
of question and answer which Jesuit edu- 
cation had made so familiar. Georg Rus- 
zitska, a member of the Riedel group, 
showed his prowess by composing an ap- 
peal to the peasants to resist the reimposi- 
tion of labour services, which Jelline, a 
very ardent democrat, undertook to trans- 
late into Czech. Hebenstreit was the au- 
thor of a long Latin poem entitled Homo 
Hominibus, in which the usual ideas of 
the Enlightenment were interspersed with 
Utopian socialist notions of common owner- 
ship. 

Hebenstreit, who was nothing if not ver- 
satile, was also the creator of the most suc- 
cessful of the "J ac bin" propaganda efforts, 
the Eipeldauerlied. To words written by 
Captain Beck, who had died in 1793, he 
had supplied the melody which helped to 
carry the words far and wide. The Eipel- 
dauerlied strikes a new revolutionary note, 
since it assumes that Francis has given him- 
self up completely to the aristocracy, and 
for the first time completely identifies Em- 
peror and aristocracy: 

Take a good look at our emperor boy 
Who's sticking to the nobles. 
King Louis with aristocracy did toy; 
That's why he came unstuck. 1 

Some of these pamphlets were still un- 
finished at the time of the arrests. Most of 
them circulated only in handwritten copies. 
Riedel, however, insisted that Hebenstreit's 
Homo Homintbus ought to be printed, and 

1 Schauts enker Kaiser Kind nur an, 
Mit'n Add tut er's halten, 
Der Ludwig hat's halt a so than, 
D'rum haben s'n ja nit g'halten. 



the manuscript was finally taken to a 
printer in Steinamanger who was a relation 
of one of the members of Riedel's group. 
But it was already too late. Before the cor- 
rected proofs could be returned to the 
printers, Hebenstreit and his friends were 
under lock and key. 

The chief limitation of the democratic 
propaganda in Vienna was its almost com- 
plete lack of contact with the peasants of 
the surrounding countryside. In this respect 
the Styrian democrats enjoyed an impor- 
tant advantage. From the days of the joint 
campaign of burghers and peasants for con- 
stitutional reform in Styria, there existed a 
close contact between the opposition in 
town and country. Hence democratic propa- 
ganda in Styria was also organized around 
the commutation of tithes. The peasants 
looked to the burghers' deputies to draw up 
their petitions for them. And Franz Haas 
and Joseph Wenninger were not the men 
to miss such an opportunity of disseminat- 
ing their political ideas and attacking their 
opponents. 

An important part of the democratic 
propaganda both in Styria and Vienna was 
propaganda for peace. Among the varied 
political opinions confessed to in the course 
of the subsequent trials, opposition to the 
war against France was common to all who 
were investigated. To strengthen the op- 
position against the war, good use could 
be made of any news of French military 
successes. The ostentatious clerical support 
that was given to the war was an easy 
target for democratic satire. The passage of 
French prisoners of war presented oppor- 
tunities for most effective demonstrations 
of the desire for peace and friendship with 
the people of France. And the Styrian ex- 
perience in the technique of political cam- 
paigning provided an excellent foundation 
for an organized peace campaign with cir- 
culars, petitions, and signatures, which was 
initiated by the burgher deputies of the 
Judenburg district. 

The problem of giving some sort of or- 
ganization to the democratic groups and 
winning new members for them on a large 
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scale, so that they might become instru- 
ments for effective action other than propa- 
ganda, was only just beginning to be 
tackled at the time of the arrests. 

Baron Riedel introduced the idea of us- 
ing a sign by which all those in agreement 
with the aims of the groups could recognize 
each other and thus form some idea as to 
the numerical strength of the democrats. 
Some of the more ardent younger members, 
among them the physician Dr. Menz, de- 
vised a formula for an oath to be taken, 
"in the name of Nature, Reason and Free- 
dom," and pledging unceasing struggle 
against despots and fanaticism. When early 
in July 1794 a deputation from Styrian 
burghers which included Dirnbock came to 
Vienna, they sought and found contact 
with some of the Vienna democrats. As a 
result long discussions on the French Con- 
stitution took place. A strong common at- 
tachment to political freedom kindled the 
desire for a closer union between them. To 
cement such a closer union the Styrian 
deputies joined their Viennese friends in a 
quasi-masonic ceremony on top of a hill in 
the Briihl near Vienna at which the above 
oath was taken. 

The news of this procedure seems to 
have been received with satisfaction in 
the democratic circles, but there is no evi- 
dence that it was repeated by anyone else. 

In Hungary the democratic groups were 
more numerous than anywhere else in the 
Habsburg dominions. A very large group 
existed in the capital and met in the house 
of Ferenc Abaffy, a prominent aristocratic 
reformer in the Diet of 1790. Among the 
members of this group we find Jozsef 
Hajnoczy, author of several learned books 
refuting aristocratic and clerical preten- 
sions, the ardent young Ferenc Szentmarjay 
who translated Rousseau's Contrat Social 
into Hungarian, Professor Antal Kreil of 
the University of Pest, and many other in- 
tellectuals, lawyers and civil servants. 
Democratic groups, some large, some small, 
met regularly in the provincial centres of 
Kaschau, Grosswardein, and Guns. 

The propaganda activities of the Hun- 



garian groups differed little from those of 
the Austrian ones. Martinovics, however, 
who abandoned all hope of frightening 
Francis II into a change of policy, assumed 
the leadership of the Hungarian democrats 
in the spring of 1794. Claiming to be in 
contact with the Committee of Public 
Safety, and holding out the prospect of 
French aid, he persuaded them to set up 
a regular underground organization called 
Gesellschaft der Freiheit und Gleichheit. 
Its "Catechism" envisaged a Hungarian 
republic freed from feudal dominion. To 
acquire the necessary strength for the in- 
itial rebellion, Martinovics founded a sec- 
ond secret society the Gesellschaft der 
Reformierten which had the specific pur- 
pose of attracting the nationalist gentry to 
the cause of rebellion, so that they might 
provide its spearhead as they had done in 
1789 and 1790. Naturally, the gentry were 
kept ignorant of the anti-feudal Gesell- 
schaft der Freiheit und Gleichheit, which 
was waiting in the wings to reap the har- 
vest of the victorious rebellion by trans- 
forming it into a middle-class revolution. 
By the summer of 1794, Martinovics and 
his "directors" Hajn6czy, Laczkovics and 
Szentmarjay for the democrats and Count 
Jakab Sigray for the gentry had recruited 
about 300 members to their respective se- 
cret societies. 

No one among the Austrian "Jacobins" 
shared the Hungarians' clear political per- 
spective. There was little awareness that 
the realization of their aims might require 
revolutionary action. Consequently the pos- 
sibility and nature of such action remained 
the subject of purely theoretical speculation 
on which the most varied views were being 
expressed. Riedel himself seems to have 
regarded the "dullness" of the Austrian 
peasantry as an obstacle which would pre- 
vent revolutionary action for a long time to 
come. The socialist Hebenstreit, on the 
other hand, could not believe that the 
French and Polish peasant was more "en- 
lightened" than the Austrian, and was con- 
vinced that the dire poverty of the artisans 
in the growing towns would ensure the 
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success of a revolutionary appeal to them at 
any time. Neither attempted to draw any 
practical conclusions from their theory. 

It is clear that there was no regular con- 
tact with any democratic organizations 
abroad. But the Riedel circle had a secret 
which they very much wanted to impart to 
the French government. Hebenstreit had 
been stimulated by the agrarian revolts of 
1790-2 to consider the problems facing an 
ill-equipped peasant army in defending it- 
self against a well-equipped cavalry. As a 
result, he had designed a "war-machine," 
based on the principle of the chevaux de 
frise f which he and his friends were con- 
vinced would be of great service to the 
French in their struggle against the Aus- 
trian forces and therefore help to bring the 
war to an end. One member of the Riedel 
circle, the Protestant pastor Karl Traugott 
Held, had a contact which finally enabled 
him to take the secret to the French capital. 

Held came from Saxony, and was ac- 
quainted with the Polish patriot Count 
Soltyk, who was in Vienna in the early 
months of 1794 trying to buy arms for 
Kosciusko. Held imparted his secret to 
Soltyk on condition that the latter co-oper- 
ated in making it available also to the 
French. Soltyk immediately sent a courier 
with the design of Hebenstreit's invention 
to Kosciusko, and gave Held 200 florins for 
the journey to Paris, as well as a letter ad- 
dressed to'Barsch, the Polish charge d'af- 
faires in Paris. 

Held, accompanied by a young German, 
Denkmann, arrived in Basle on 28 April 
1794, where the secretary of the French 
Embassy referred them to General Sche*rer. 
The latter thought that the design might 
be of great importance, and enabled them 
to proceed to Paris. They arrived on 9 
May, but were promptly arrested before 
they had a chance to acquaint the Com- 
mittee of Public Safety with the purpose 
of their journey. However, they explained 
Hebenstreit's invention in writing and 
managed to convey the material to the com- 
mittee. As a result of this and a persuasive 
petition, the committee decided to release 
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them on 9 August. Whether the commit- 
tee tried to make any use of the invention 
it is not at the moment possible to say. 

Clearly, the evidence concerning the 
various "J ac bin" groups in the Habsburg 
dominions does not trace even the outlines 
of a powerful "conspiracy" menacing the 
foundations of the monarchy. The question 
therefore arises, why the Ministry of Police 
should have come to the conclusion that 
they did represent an acute danger, and 
should have so strongly insisted on ruthless 
counter-measures. To find a convincing an- 
swer to this question it is necessary to turn 
from the activities of the "Jacobin" groups 
to the general political situation in which 
these activities were carried on. 

The failure of the campaign of 1793 had 
shattered whatever hopes of a short war 
had survived the earlier disasters. The 
preparation of the 1794 campaign involved 
new financial burdens (though the name 
of "war-tax" was avoided) and a new drain 
of the badly needed manpower from the 
land to re-form depleted regiments. The 
continued requirements of army provisions 
helped to push up prices from the already 
high level prevailing since the Turkish 
War and jeopardized supplies for the capi- 
tal. The attempt to suppress exports to 
Revolutionary France and, after April 1794, 
also to Revolutionary Poland inflicted con- 
siderable dislocation on Austrian commerce 
and industries. Everywhere an acute lack 
of money and men made itself felt. To 
crown all, the 1794 harvest in Hungary, 
the monarchy's principal granary, was 
threatened by a severe drought. 

Inevitably, the brunt of all the hardships 
was borne by the non-privileged, who were 
still waiting for the concessions which had 
seemed at hand at the close of Leopold's 
reign, but which had been shelved in that 
of his son. 

Under these circumstances, the police 
reports on the general state of public opin- 
ion were bound to give rise to serious mis- 
givings at the Ministry of Police. . . . 

The opponents of enlightened despotism 
among the Emperor's advisers had long 
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been proclaiming the close connexion be- 
tween reforms and revolution, and had 
pointed to France as the classic illustration 
of their case. The trial of the Austrian 
"Jacobins" supplied them with evidence 
nearer home. Anger and disappointment at 
the abandonment of enlightened despotism 
had led some of its adherents into "sub- 
versive" paths. Enthusiasm for the levelling 
reforms of Joseph II had in most cases been 
the origin of the political radicalism of 
1794. Some of the accused themselves em- 
phasized this fact in the hope that it would 
serve as an excuse in the eyes of their 
judges. Thus we read in Jelline's defence: 
"The Enlightened reforms of the Emperor 
Joseph kindled a blazing fire in me; I 
devoured the Enlightened political litera- 



ture with insatiable avidity, and my opin- 
ions became more and more republican/' 

Could there be a more unequivocal con- 
firmation of the longstanding prophecies of 
Cardinal Migazzi and the anti-Enlighten- 
ment partyr Clearly it was high time not 
only to abandon further reform (that had 
been secured in 1792) but to turn back 
the clock and undo the dangerous work of 
enlightened despotism. 

The laborious effort of dismantling the 
edifice of enlightened reform makes up the 
internal history of the Habsburg dominions 
in the decade following the Jacobin trials. 
The "argument from the trials*' was the 
decisive factor in bringing about the victory 
of the anti-Enlightenment party in nearly 
every field of government policy. . . . 
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TE present paper deals only with the 
Dutch, but its purpose is to illumi- 
nate the whole complex of war and revo- 
lution which then gripped the Western 
world. 

The United Provinces, though very dif- 
ferent from Bourbon France, were typical 
of the ancien regime in Europe. They were, 
indeed, very small. From the spire of 
Utrecht cathedral, on a clear day in 1794, 
Ann Radcliffe saw the whole of Holland 
and its six sister-provinces spread out be- 
fore her, with fifty towns visible in the flat- 
land from this one elevated point. The 
population, some 1,800,000, was less than 
that of the infant United States. The small 
size of the political unit was characteristic 
of that core of Europe which reached from 
the North Sea to the island of Malta. Small 
states or weak ones the United Provinces, 
the Papal States, the German principalities, 
and most notably Poland all faced the 
prospect, by the 1780's, of control or out- 
right partition by those giants soon to be 
called "great powers," in whose rise Leo- 
pold von Ranke saw the chief political phe- 
nomenon of the eighteenth century. In 
fact, in 1787, a Prussian army invaded Hol- 
land and forcibly restored the evicted 
Prince of Orange. Prussia and Great 
Britain, by treaty, thereupon "guaranteed" 
the Orange regime, not so much against 
France, reduced to impotency by the ap- 
proach of revolution, as against indigenous 
Dutch agitation. It was this restored regime, 



supported by Prussia and Britain, that fell 
to Dutch revolutionaries supported by 
France in 1795. 

In the sense in which "medieval" was 
and is sometimes applied to the eighteenth 
century, the United Provinces were, if any- 
thing, more medieval than France, having 
never felt the hand of a unifying and mod- 
ernizing absolute monarchy. Medieval lib- 
erties persisted as inherited rights. Each 
province and each town was an autono- 
mous entity, jealous of all powers above it 
in the federal structure. The estates general 
represented the estates of the seven prov- 
inces and could not act without unanimity. 
Naval affairs were purposely divided 
among numerous boards and colleges, 
whose cumbersome operation was one cause 
of the decline of the Dutch fleet. Other 
executive and financial business was simi- 
larly impeded. The stadholderate had be- 
come legally hereditary in the House of 
Orange, but the stadholder's authority was 
narrowly circumscribed, and there had been 
long decades with no stadholder at all. As 
elsewhere in Europe in Venice, the Ger- 
man free cities, most of the Swiss cantons, 
and the Belgian provinces; in the British 
parliamentary system and in France and 
the other great monarchies the exercise of 
public authority had fallen into the hands 
of a relatively few interconnected families, 
the oligarchies, patriciates, and aristocracies 
of the Old Regime. Among the Dutch the 
ruling group was called the regenten or 
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"regents"; others were the ingezetene or 
"inhabitants"; there was no such thing as 
Dutch citizenship. Thirty-six regents con- 
stituted the governing council of Amster- 
dam, a city o 200,000, They held office 
for life and chose their own successors; they 
controlled the Amsterdam delegation in the 
estates of Holland and, through Holland, 
influenced the estates general of the union. 

The republic had been founded in the 
sixteenth century on the rock of Calvinism, 
which was the established religion. Never- 
theless, about a third of the people were 
Roman Catholic; and Catholics, Jews, 
Mennonites, and other Protestant sectaries 
made up over 40 per cent of the popula- 
tion. They were all peaceably tolerated, 
but they occupied an inferior status. Only 
the Dutch Reformed church could ring 
church bells and carry on public worship. 
Only its adherents had any role in the 
conduct of government, military or naval 
command, the Bank of Amsterdam, or the 
East India Company. 

In all such matters Hogendorp, a regent 
himself, saw no difference in principle be- 
tween the United Provinces and Bourbon 
France, or between the Dutch and French 
revolutions, both of which, in his view, 
represented the conflict between established 
and inherited right upheld by a privileged 
church and the revolutionary force of "de- 
mocracy," as he called it. It is worth not- 
ing, too, as an evidence of prevailing con- 
ditions, that Hogendorp, despite his con- 
servatism, declared in 1790 that the main 
problem for the Dutch was in fact to admit 
larger segments of the population into pub- 
lic life. 

There were, of course, important dif- 
ferences between the Dutch revolution and 
the French. The Dutch revolutionaries had 
no monarchy, no significant nobility, and 
no powerfully organized Catholic church 
to combat. Their revolution was without 
agrarian upheaval, without general con- 
fiscation, without emigration, and without 
terror. As a small people, lacking in power, 
they developed little of the French crusad- 
ing impulse to liberate the world. 'They 



were described by all travelers as phleg- 
matic and sensible, disinclined to abstract 
theorizing and to exaggerated idealism. 
Though by no means unexcitable an 
Amsterdam mob had once torn John De 
Witt limb from limb the Dutch were 
scarcely capable of the Salvationist ecstasy 
or monomaniac fanaticism in which Jaco- 
binism has sometimes been thought to con- 
sist. Nor does the Dutch revolution fit a 
Marxist pattern, since virtually all partici- 
pants were "bourgeois" in a Marxist sense. 
Hogendorp, the Dutch patrician, when 
ejected from office in 1795, neither emi- 
grated nor took to arms nor secluded him- 
self in his country estate, as a French 
nobleman might have done; he turned to 
private business and built up the family 
fortunes by strictly mercantile pursuits. 
The Dutch revolution was not an affair 
between bourgeois and feudal noble. 

That despite such differences the Dutch 
movement resembled the agitation in other 
countries may help to suggest what the is- 
sues in this revolutionary era were. The 
following is a narrative of the Dutch revo- 
lution, since even the bare succession of 
events seems little known outside the 
Netherlands; but the narrative will be 
punctuated with analytical observations, to 
bring the story within the wider history of 
the time. 

The Army of the North, which crossed 
the Waal in January 1795, was a branch of 
those formidable forces created in France 
during the Terror. Robespierre had been 
dead, and the Terror ended, for half a 
year. Since the opening of the annual cam- 
paign, in the spring of 1794, the French 
had been spectacularly successful. They 
had driven the coalition armies out of 
France and across Belgium, whence the 
Austrians and Prussians retreated into Ger- 
many, while the British and Dutch fell 
hack in great confusion into the Nether- 
lands. The French began to enter Dutch 
territory south of the Waal as early as July 
1794. The Netherlands were thrown into 
a turmoil in which three forces may be dis- 
tinguished: first, the French, or rather the 
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expectation of the French arrival; second, 
the native Dutch revolutionaries; and, 
third, the existing Dutch government of 
William V, carried on through Van de 
Spiegel, the "pensionary" or executive of- 
ficer of Holland. 

The policy of the French was to use the 
great wealth of the Dutch to their own ad- 
vantage to bring the Dutch resources, the 
gold, foreign exchange, and commercial 
connections of the Dutch banks, and the 
Dutch shipping and navy around to the 
side of revolution in the struggle against 
counterrevolution, represented by French 
royalists and emigres, the coalition powers, 
and, above all, Great Britain. The French 
preferred that the Dutch stage a revolution 
of their own, drive out the Orange family, 
and set up a revolutionary republic which 
should be a willing and co-operative ally. 
Such a regime, it was thought, would serve 
the common cause better and exploit Dutch 
resources more fully than a regime of con- 
quest and subjugation. Dutch emigres, in 
France, led by General Daendels and in 
secret communication with revolutionaries 
at home, worked for this same goal of an 
independent, but pro-French and revolu- 
tionary, Dutch republic. The French, who 
by this time took a national pride in their 
Revolution and were a litde inclined to 
scoff at the timid and genteel revolutionism 
of other peoples, while threatening military 
conquest if matters were too long delayed, 
consented to wait for a native Dutch up- 
heaval. 

An absurd situation was thus created, in 
which the terrible French Republic, with 
its irresistible armies, waited for its small 
neighbor to have its own revolution, while 
the Dutch revolutionists, though willing 
enough, refused to commit themselves until 
the French army was on the spot. Who 
were these revolutionists? 

They were no longer led by the emigres, 
such as Daendels, the Dutch refugees from 
the Orange coup of 1787; they were the 
Dutchmen living in Holland and the other 
provinces, and they included a few regents, 
a great many burghers of substance outside 
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the old regent families, a great many com- 
mon people, who traditionally favored the 
House of Orange but had come to dislike 
the regents, a great many Catholics, who 
in the United Provinces (as in Ireland), 
being an out-group, looked with favor on 
the French Revolution despite the horri- 
fied outcries of Catholics in other quarters. 
"Jacobin" clubs existed in all the Dutch 
cities. The data on their number, member- 
ship, and activities illuminate the central 
question in any revolution, namely, to 
what degree it was "willed" by the people. 
Dutch leaders were realistic on this matter. 
As Van Dam, an active figure in the Am- 
sterdam club, wrote to the emigre Daendels 
in February 1794: 'The French patriot 
seizes arms and flies to the place where he 
can use them in the cause of freedom, but 
the Dutch patriot, knowing that his re- 
deemer is near the border, knits his fore- 
head, sighs, lights his pipe, and waits for 
the same freedom while having a smoke 
in his back parlor." In their Amsterdam 
club, he went on, whose members were of 
such standing that they knew every im- 
portant person in the city, they had begun 
to make three lists: one of persons willing 
to act for the "French principles," one of 
those who would allow such principles to 
enter, and one of the doubtful. He could 
honestly put only a hundred persons in the 
first list. Yet, he added, seven-eighths of the 
population thought itself "patriot" in the 
sense of being anti-Orange. At the same 
time, in February 1794 that is, during the 
French Terror a similar analysis was 
given by Isaac J. A. Gogel, a man who was 
to play a large role in Holland during the 
next twenty years. The Dutch, he said, 
would not make a revolution but would 
accept one; the French should bring in, 
with their armies, a ready-made constitu- 
tion, abolishing the privileges, guilds, prov- 
inces, corporations, monopolies, magistra- 
cies, and law courts of the old Dutch re- 
gime; they should also institute a temporary 
gouvemement revolutionnaire equipped 
with a revolutionary tribunal and guillo- 
tine. Indeed, as a man of the eighteenth 
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century, lacking national feeling, Gogel re- 
joiced in the prospect of the incorporation 
of the Dutch, Belgians, and French into 
one great freedom-giving republic, by which 
"Carthage" (i.e., England) would be 
ruined, and "30,000,000 men, forming one 
people of brothers, would transmit to their 
posterity a sublime happiness hitherto un- 
known to mortals." This lyric sally, being 
addressed to the French civil representa- 
tive with the Army of the North, may be 
taken less as visionary rapture than as an 
urgent appeal to the French army to arrive. 

The number of clubs and of their mem- 
bers rapidly Increased during 1794. In 
June there were thirty-four clubs in Am- 
sterdam and twelve in Utrecht for the 
Dutch clubs, like the London Correspond- 
ing Society at the same time, were organ- 
ized in neighborhood units with 100 or so 
members in each. At Amsterdam at this 
time there were 5,000 or 6,000 members; 
at Utrecht perhaps 800; at Leiden and 
Haarlem 300 or 400 each. Such figures 
represented from 1 to 3 per cent of the 
population or from 4 to 12 in 100 adult 
males. These are the same proportions that 
Brinton found for the Jacobin clubs in the 
larger towns of France at the height of 
the revolution. 

The clubs were known collectively as 
the "Leather Apron," and the bulk of the 
membership was composed of tradesmen. 
The Dutch clubs, in fact, like the London 
Corresponding Society, seem to have had 
a truly working-class membership in larger 
proportion than did the French Jacobins. 
Publicly they called themselves "reading 
societies." It is probable that reading and 
discussion actually took place, for the 
eighteenth-century revolution in Holland, 
as in France and America, sa.w the begin- 
nings of a popular press, and the clubs 
served as places in which educated per- 
sons spread ideas to a half-literate lower 
class. Club members arrested by the gov- 
ernment in October testified that they read 
newspapers and certain Dutch books, such 
Pieter Paulus* Menshenvriend; 
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named Thomas Paine's Rights of Man. A 



conservative informant of the government 
declared that the purpose of the clubs was 
to "control the inhabitants' way of think- 
ing on religious worship and government," 
to obstruct recruiting, and to "represent 
government to the inhabitants as hateful 
and unbearable." 

Besides merely reading and talking, the 
clubs were engaged in secret activity, more 
or less known to the government, which, 
however, failed to repress it or took only 
enough half -measures to make itself "hate- 
ful." The clubs stored up arms and ex- 
changed deputations with one another. The 
Amsterdam club was in frequent communi- 
cation, legally treasonous, with the French. 
On the night of July 31 a great assemblage 
of club delegates from all the seven prov- 
inces met at Amsterdam; it authorized Van 
Dam and Gogel to proceed secretly to 
French headquarters in Belgium, to learn 
the terms on which the Dutch, if they 
opened their gates, would be spared the 
fate of a conquered province meted out to 
Belgium. The French reply, as before, was 
that the Dutch would be treated as allies 
if they staged their own revolution. 

So revolutionary preparations went 
ahead. Committees made ready to move in 
and replace existing officials in the various 
town halls. Soldiers in the garrisons were 
won over. Plans were laid to assemble in- 
surrectionary crowds. At Utrecht, a city of 
some fifteen thousand, two thousand per- 
sons were in the "secret" for yielding the 
place to the French, and the garrison of 
twenty-eight hundred expressed its disin- 
clination to resist. Still the revolution did 
not come off. The country was full of re- 
treating British soldiers and of Dutch units 
employed by, and in part loyal to, the 
estates general and the Prince of Orange. 
Revolutionary leaders felt themselves to be 
insecure they wanted a safe and orderly 
revolution. They appealed to the French, 
promising to rise on the first appearance 
of the French army. The Amsterdam revo- 
lutionary committee wrote to the French: 
"Look with compassion on a party that ex- 
tends its hands out to you and has no 
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prospect but total ruin if you abandon it!" 
The Amsterdam club feared repression by 
the stadholder's government. Gogel also ex- 
pressed a fear of the Left. "Nothing is 
easier," he wrote to the French, "than for 
us to raise popular disturbances, but we 
want no revolution unless we can guard 
our fellow-citizens from murder and pil- 
lage, and. . . ." He wanted the French to 
move in at once, to preserve order. 

Meanwhile the existing Dutch govern- 
ment, the third recognizable party in this 
chaos, found itself paralyzed. That only a 
small minority of the population would 
take any revolutionary initiative is very 
true. More significant, however, and mak- 
ing the country really susceptible to revo- 
lution is the fact that, to all appearances, 
the minority willing to fight for the exist- 
ing government was equally small. The re- 
gime of regents and stadholder was under 
great physical pressure; its army and its 
allies were routed, and the French enemy 
was at the border. There was a feeling of 
hopelessness and the dread that resistance 
to the French would lead to retribution. 
Yet it is impossible not to conclude that 
the regime was morally bankrupt. In the 
crisis it could not appeal to its own sub- 
jects; it commanded no loyalty, except 
among a few. . . . 

So the country fell into dissolution, and 
its leaders and allies into mutual recrimi- 
nation. The debacle was due, many 
Orangists held, to the failure of the British 
to give enough help. If only the British 
had given as much aid to the Dutch as they 
did to the Austrians! If only they had 
spared a few more troops and granted two 
or three more million pounds! According 
to the British, the disaster was due to the 
Dutch refusal to help themselves. They 
could not budge from the sloth of peace- 
time habits, reported the British minister: 
"In truth, our exertions in their behalf, 
instead of producing, as they ought, pro- 
portionable efforts on their part, appear 
hitherto to have had the direct contrary 
tendency; that is to say, that in proportion 
as we add to our share of the joint stock 



of ways and means, their pedlar-like spirit 
leads them ... to subduct from theirs, so 
as to leave the sum total nearly as before." 

The British army, feebly commanded by 
the Duke of York, behaved very badly on its 
retreat through the Netherlands, whereas 
the incoming French, under firm discipline, 
made a good impression. Such is the unani- 
mous testimony of Orangist and hence An- 
glophile sources and of the Prussian repre- 
sentative at The Hague. Peasants, if armed, 
preferred to fight the British; the city of 
Delft refused to receive British wounded. 
One Orangist complained that French in- 
trigues had done less than British pillaging 
to alienate the Dutch people. All agreed 
that the Duke of York was incompetent. 
All the old fear and dislike of the British 
was awakened. Even Orangists, who had 
owed their position since 1787 to British 
support, were troubled and divided. Some 
believed, as did the patriots, that Britain 
was dangerous as either friend or foe. As 
lately as 1784 the Dutch had suffered for 
taking part in the war of American inde- 
pendence; though Britain was the loser and 
the Dutch presumably on the winning side, 
the Dutch had been obliged to accept Brit- 
ish penetration of the Molucca Islands. 

As for the French, not only did their 
troops preserve discipline on entering the 
country, but their official demands were 
held to a minimum. Dutch moderates, the 
most numerous element, having dreaded 
la guillotine, requisition, assignats, egalite, 
etc., were delighted at the reasonableness of 
the French officials. At first, the French 
stipulated only that the stadholder must go 
and that the Dutch must join the war 
against England. They thus built on the 
broadest possible basis of pro-French feel- 
ing. Moderates agreed with radicals; burgo- 
masters sat down with incendiaries. Riots 
in Amsterdam and elsewhere unseated the 
authorities; revolutionary committees set up 
provisional governments. Meanwhile, Wil- 
liam V retired to England. Here one of 
his first actions was to sanction British oc- 
cupation of the Cape of Good Hope and 
Dutch colonies in the East and West 
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Indies. His own followers were thrown 
into consternation, and many Dutch be- 
came convinced that war against England 
was necessary to preserve the empire as 
well as to secure the revolution. 

The Batavian Republic was proclaimed 
in January 1795, but for three years it 
had no constituted or settled government, 
even on paper. We may take the period 
until August 1797 as a unit. It was a 
period of conflict ending in frustration, 
resoundingly signalized by the repudiation 
in August 1797 of the first proposed con- 
stitution, and preparing the way for a 
radical-democrat phase in 1798. 

The French in this period, considering 
that they were in military occupation, in- 
terfered relatively little in internal Dutch 
affairs. The French aim was still to use 
Holland in the war against Great Britain. 
This aim did not constitute forcible inter- 
ference, since many Dutch were in favor 
of it. Nevertheless when the terms of the 
treaty between the French and Batavian 
republics became known (the treaty of The 
Hague of May 1795), many in the Nether- 
lands were disappointed. The Batavian Re- 
public was required not only to declare 
war on England but to maintain a French 
occupying army at Dutch expense, to ac- 
cept French paper money, to cede Flushing 
and the mouth of the Scheldt, and to pay 
an indemnity of 100,000,000 florins. This 
was severe treatment for an alleged ally, 
but not severe enough to alienate Dutch 
revolutionaries from France, since they saw 
no alternative except capitulation to Eng- 
land and the House of Orange. The brute 
facts of war and counterrevolution made 
the Dutch dependent on the French re- 
publican government and republican army 
as, indeed, happened to the French 
themselves, who were neither predomi- 
nantly republican nor war-loving in these 
years, but who became dependent on those 
who "saved" them from the British and the 
Bourbons. 

It is necessary to remember also that the 
French government, after the fall of Ro- 
bespierre, no longer represented the most 



extreme leftist, or democratic, opinion to 
be found in France or other parts of Eu- 
rope. Though feared, and with reason, as 
an international revolutionary menace to 
the Old Regime, the France of Therrnidor 
and the Directory was in a "reactionary" 
phase. Persons who called themselves 
democrats were dubbed anarchists by 
French officials. "Jacobins" f n France were 
watched by the police, and the Jacobin 
Club was closed. French soldiers in Hol- 
land were ordered to keep away from the 
Dutch clubs. Dutch radicals were well to 
the left of the French Republic. 

The conflicts that divided the Nether- 
lands were Dutch conflicts, arising from 
Dutch conditions. The near-unanimity 
with which the Batavian Republic was 
first proclaimed merely concealed differ- 
ences which soon emerged. There were no 
parties, and no pre-eminent personal lead- 
ers, but groupings were numerous and 
fluctuating, and crisscrossed by social, pro- 
vincial, and religious lines. The populace, 
or "masses/' politically unawakened, were 
inclined to be Orangist but could be 
aroused against the old regents. Artisans 
and mechanics, shopkeepers and innkeep- 
ers, grocers and printers' devils, formed the 
strength of the democratic or "Jacobin" 
clubs. They actually believed that people 
like themselves should enter the govern- 
ment. Described by the French as veri- 
tdbles sons-culottes, they were especially 
strong in the provinces of Holland and 
Utrecht. Many upper-class people were, in 
effect, democrats also, using the concepts 
of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, of 
popular sovereignty, or of the nation one 
and indivisible, to overthrow the old privi- 
leged interests. They included professional 
men, intellectuals, and many persons of 
wealth and leisure; the democratic leader, 
Vreede, was a millionaire, and Gogel, an- 
other, remained the financial expert of Hol- 
land for many years. Such people wel- 
comed support from the clubs but gener- 
ally denied being influenced by them. 
Then there was the great middling stratum 
who wanted both liberty and order and 
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whom lawlessness or violence would throw 
immediately toward the right. There were 
the old regent families, ejected from office 
and emoluments but not otherwise mo- 
lested; since there was almost no emigra- 
tion, they stayed in the country, some ac- 
cepting certain features of the new order, 
some going out of politics, and some con- 
spiring with Orange and British agents. In 
the so-called "land" provinces, inland from 
the sea there was a preponderantly Or- 
angist gentry. Farthest to the right, so to 
speak, was the House of Orange. The eld- 
est son or Hereditary Prince who in 1814 
became the first king of the Netherlands 
believed from the beginning that some 
compromise with the revolution should be 
made. The father, William V 7 aloof in 
England, refused any concession whatever. 
He threw himself humbly on England and 
Prussia, entreating the king of Prussia, 
who was his brother-in-law, "to restore the 
constitution which Your Majesty and His 
Britannic Majesty deigned to guarantee in 
1788." 

All issues came together into one 
whether the new Batavian Republic should 
be a unitary or a federal state. The bitter- 
ness of this conflict amazed even the 
French, though they had faced something 
like it in their own revolution, both in 
1789 and in the dispute between the Gi- 
ronde and the Mountain. A Dutchman ex- 
plained to Noel, the French envoy, that 
"there had been less of a gulf to fill be- 
tween monarchism and republicanism in 
France than exists here between federalism 
and unity/' The formal constitutional ques- 
tion expressed social realities. Democrats 
were unitarists, conservatives were feder- 
alists: the correlation was almost perfect. 
In fact, the radical clubs, after January 
1795, commonly changed their name to 
societies of Eenen Ondeelbarheit, or "One 
and Indivisible" clubs. Noel caught on 
quickly. 'It is obvious/' he wrote home, 
"that the families which, under the mon- 
strous system of sovereignty for each prov- 
ince, each town, were able to perpetuate 



themselves in offices which became heredi- 
tary for them are not inclined to fuse all 
these sovereigns into one." 

Federalism, or decentralization, the let- 
ting of each town and province alone, thus 
came to stand for "feudalism," for the old 
patriciates and oligarchies, with closed mag- 
istracies and self-perpetuating councils, for 
the corporative and ecclesiastical society, 
the Standestaat, and also for the clumsy 
and slow-moving administrative machinery 
which even conservatives admitted to re- 
quire some reform. The unitary, solid state, 
in which the old entities should be abol- 
ished, meant uniform rights for all persons 
considered as individuals, and it meant the 
sovereignty of the people one and indivisi- 
ble, which in turn was a legalistic way of 
saying that neither family, nor church, nor 
estate, nor town council, nor provincial as- 
sembly possessed any public power in its 
own right. There was also the matter of 
the public debt of the province of Holland. 
For two centuries Holland had kept the 
confederation going by its own inordinate 
contributions. Its debt was enormous, larger 
than the debt of the Bourbon monarchy 
in 1789. In a unitary state this debt would 
become the debt of a so-called "Batavian 
nation" an uninviting prospect outside 
Holland, especially among the squires of 
the land provinces, who had never much 
approved the financial and maritime go- 
ings-on of the Hollanders anyway. . , . 

After much backing and filling, amend- 
ing and patching, an admittedly compro- 
mise constitution was submitted to the 
voters in August 1797. This itself was a 
revolutionary step. Neither the constitution 
of the United States, nor most of the 
American state constitutions, nor the 
French constitution of 1789-91 had had to 
face the hazards of popular ratification. 
Many Dutch leaders, as well as Noel and 
the French Directory, hoped desperately 
for approval. They felt that any constituted 
government was better than none. Never- 
theless, the voters rejected it overwhelm- 
ingly, by 108,761 to 27,955 votes. The con- 
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stitution clearly failed because it was too 
much of a compromise and so satisfied no 
party of any strength. It was rejected in 
every province. In populous Holland and 
Utrecht, where unitary democrats were 
strong, it was the democrats who voted 
against it; in the eastern or land provinces, 
the federalists and conservatives. Both par- 
ties hoped to do better on a new draft. 

Thus in August 1797, almost three years 
after the revolution, the Batavian Republic 
still had no government. The old order 
had collapsed, leaving only a vacuum. The 
revolutionaries in the broad sense of the 
word men of all political stripes who were 
willing to take the antihereditary oath 
were unable to agree and unwilling to com- 
promise. . . . 

Events of the late summer of 1797 are 
best considered from an all-European point 
of view. It was a time of reviving counter- 
revolutionary hopes and of apprehension 
among friends of the new order. Elections 
in France had recently brought a majority 
of the royalist and peace party into the 
French legislative chambers. If this group 
got control of the French government, re- 
action could be expected in France, and 
the spread of revolution in Italy under 
Bonaparte could be stopped. Dutch con- 
servatives took hope in die rejection of the 
Dutch constitution which was a step, in 
their minds, toward a settlement more to 
their liking. It was known that French 
emigres, royalists, Orange emissaries, spies, 
and British agents were everywhere active. 
Rightist coups were expected. 

What happened, however, was the 
French coup d'etat of Fructidor, on Sep- 
tember 4, 1797. Republicans in France 
combined with Bonaparte to suppress 
counterrevolution. They purged the French 
chambers and Directory, thus for a time 
giving encouragement to the democratic 
left. The Dutch democrats were delighted. 
As one of them wrote from Amsterdam to 
his colleague, Professor Valckenaer, "If the 
plans of the [French] royalists had only 
succeeded, how fast Father William [i.e., 



William V] would have been with his! 
We have been finding this citizen's agents 
all over the country. Six of them were 
arrested yesterday in this city.". . . 

After rejecting the constitution, the 
Dutch elected a new convention to draft 
another. Moderates were weaker, and dem- 
ocrats stronger, than in the first; but still 
no majority could be formed to agree upon 
anything. On October 11 came the battle 
of Camperdown. The Dutch fleet was de- 
feated by the British. For the first time in 
history a Dutch admiral was taken captive. 
This rum of events discredited the provi- 
sional governing committees. Patriots be- 
lieved that moderates in the government 
had deliberately ordered out the fleet be- 
fore the time called for in the Franco- 
Batavian war plan, in order to avoid mak- 
ing a true contribution to the impending 
invasion of Ireland. The cry was renewed 
for a unitary and effectual government that 
would not mismanage the navy. 

The Dutch clubs and other radicals 
demanded a Dutch Fnictidor. They asked 
for the recall of Noel, who they said had 
mixed too much with "aristocrats." The 
French post-Fructidorian government, hav- 
ing broken off peace talks with England, 
was committed to a renewal of hostilities 
and preparing to invade the British Isles. 
It was losing patience with the inter- 
minable Dutch indecision and prepared to 
support any strong government that would 
act as an ally. The Fructidor turnover 
brought Talleyrand to the foreign ministry. 
His predecessor, Charles Delacroix (father 
of the painter Eugene Delacroix), went to 
Holland to replace Noel. Delacroix was an 
old Jacobin, who had voted for the death 
of Louis XVI; he was a man of experience 
and recognized ability, who had been chief 
assistant to Turgot years before and was 
to end his life as one of Napoleon's pre- 
fects. According to his present instructions, 
his first duty was to get a workable con- 
stitution adopted in the Netherlands; the 
matter should preferably be left to the 
Dutch, and honest elections were to be de- 
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sired, but if necessary to get a decision, the 
elections might be "fixed.". . . 

Delacroix brought with him a draft con- 
stitution, put together by both French and 
Dutch hands, and retouched in Paris by 
Merlin de Douai and Barras. This consti- 
tution , or something like it, he had to get 
accepted by the Dutch convention, which 
therefore had to be purged. Forty-nine 
members of the stalemated convention 
about a third of the whole reached an 
understanding with him. They submitted 
to him a long document, entitled "Consti- 
tutional points agreed upon," and listing 
the articles of a "democratic, representative 
constitution/' They agreed to exclude for- 
cibly those of their fellow-members "in 
known opposition to the principles here 
announced.". . . 

The coup d'etat took place on January 
22, 1798. Twenty-two members were 
driven from the assembly. The re-formed 
constitutional committee considered Dela- 
croix's draft, which it felt no obligation to 
accept blindly. In fact, it did not find the 
draft democratic enough. Small Holland 
now gave revolutionary lessons to its 
mighty neighbor. The Dutch, as the com- 
mittee explained to Delacroix, were "ca- 
pable of a greater measure of democracy 
than would be suitable for the French." 
They proposed more direct election by 
original voters (Le., less power to electoral 
colleges), procedures for amendment by 
popular initiative, and modification of the 
bicameral provision to keep aristocrats from 
dominating the upper chamber. Delacroix 
accepted these suggestions. 

The resulting constitution, agreed to by 
the purged convention, was unitary and 
democratic. It extinguished the old prov- 
inces and replaced them with eight "de- 
partments" of equal population, whose 
frontiers bore no relation to the old pro- 
vincial borders. It granted manhood suf- 
frage except to persons receiving public 
relief. It consolidated the debt and the rev- 
enues. It abolished all guilds, monopolies, 
and other barriers to the circulation of per- 
sons and goods, and it completed the dis- 



establishment of the Reformed religion. It 
provided for a bicameral legislature and 
for a collegiate executive of five directors 
to supervise the ministries, as in France. In 

fmeral, while closely resembling the 
rench constitution of 1795, it represented 
a trend toward somewhat more democracy, 
on the one hand, and toward a stronger 
executive, on the other. 

This constitution, submitted for popular 
ratification in April 1798, was overwhelm- 
ingly adopted by a vote of 165,520 to 
11,597. Pressure was brought at the polls, 
where the antiheredity oath was again 
exacted. It is to be noted, however, that 
almost half the adult males, or almost 10 
per cent of the aggregate population, ac- 
tually voted at this time less than half 
the adult males of Virginia and Massachu- 
setts possessed even the right to vote; and 
thirty years later, in the famous Jacksonian 
"revolution" in the United States, no more 
than 10 per cent of the total white popu- 
lation actually went to the polls. The best 
evidence that the constitution suited a 
great majority of the Dutch people is the 
fact that, when the democrats themselves 
were driven from power, their democratic 
constitution was retained. It remained in 
effect until replaced by the Bonapartist 
constitution of 1801, which modified only 
a few of its principles. Unity, consolida- 
tion, equality of civil rights, and religious 
disestablishment remained permanent. As 
the Dutch say of their work of 1798, they 
took the medicine but threw away the 
bottle. 

It was the behavior of the democrats 
rather than the democratic constitution 
that led to further discord. They did noth- 
ing really drastic; there was no attempt at 
social revolution, general confiscation, or 
terror. They did, however, take steps to 
secure themselves in power. On the advice 
of Delacroix and remembering the prece- 
dent of the French Convention in 1795, 
the Dutch Convention enacted a "two- 
thirds" rule, requiring that two-thirds of 
the members of new legislative chambers 
should be former members of the purged 
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convention. This self-perpetuating action 
aroused general indignation. There was 
also a general scramble for office; the uni- 
tary central government, using its newly 
acquired powers, put all sorts of democrats 
into local jobs. It was called a purge but 
was not altogether different from the Amer- 
ican democratic practice of "rotation." 
What was more serious, and justified only 
by the familiar argument of defense against 
reaction, the Dutch democrats also tried 
to purge the voters, by excluding political 
rivals from the polls. . . . 

It is probably true that the Dutch regime 
set up on January 22, giving a good deal 
of room to the really common people, 
though supported by men of substance, did 
not offer a basis on which the politically 
significant classes could reach stable agree- 
ment. The men who controlled the Dutch 
finances and the Dutch navy withheld 
their support. The French government still 
wanted an effectual ally. Delacroix, the old 
Jacobin, earnestly defended the military 
usefulness of the Dutch regime to France. 
Where the preceding Dutch rulers had 
done nothing but get the fleet knocked to 
pieces at Camperdown, the present Dutch 
government, he wrote in May 1798, main- 
tained twelve ships of the line and trans- 
port for 15,000 troops and had assembled 
230 vessels at Dunkirk to embark the right 
wing of the French Armee d'Angleterre. 
But, unknown to Delacroix, in May Bona- 
parte sailed for Egypt to assail Britain in 
the East; the French, while still needing 
Dutch power in northern waters, postponed 
the project of invasion. In May, also, the 
French government veered in an antidemo- 
cratic direction; the French elections of 
1798, having shown a revival of Jacobin- 
ism, were quashed by the so-called coup 
d'6tat of FloreaL Talleyrand and the 
French Directors allowed Gogel, Daendels, 
and other Dutch leaders, in agreement 
with the French military commander in 
Holland and with one of Delacroix's own 
civilian subordinates, to form a conspiracy 
against Delacroix and the existing Dutch 
regime. Dutch politics, if not dictated, were 



certainly shaped by the French: the Dutch 
Fructidor was followed by the Dutch 
Floreal, which, in turn, foreshadowed the 
French Brumaire. 

On June 12, 1798, by a new coup d'etat, 
General Daendels arrested the leading 
members of the Batavian government and 
dissolved the chambers. Delacroix left Hol- 
land a week later. He submitted to Talley- 
rand a final report on his mission, justify- 
ing his own and the Dutch democrats' ac- 
tions. The coup of June 12 looked to him 
like military dictatorship. "May the exces- 
sive ease with which it was carried out 
not persuade some obscure centurion that 
to win all he need only dare all!". . . 

... As late as 1806 the British Whig, 
Sir John Carr, who managed to travel in 
Napoleonic Europe by posing as an Amer- 
ican and who spoke some Dutch, insisted 
that the Dutch were amazingly content 
under King Louis Bonaparte. . . , 

The Dutch revolution of 1795, Pieter 
Geyl has said, "was a true revolution, in 
the sense that it created a new govern- 
ment, a new order, and a new law." It was 
also a typical revolution of the era, accord- 
ing to the view taken in this paper, that is, 
it reveals, on a small and well-lit stage, a 
great many phenomena then common to 
western Europe^ and in some degree the 
Western world. It was not imported from 
France, though it made use of French 
power. It was initiated by a small minority, 
but this is not to say that this minority 
worked against an unwilling majority, or 
that any majority existed at all, or that 
other equally identifiable minorities were 
not equally small* No special theories, 
drawn from Taine and Marx, are necessary 
to explain the Dutch Jacobins. Indeed, as 
we have seen, Dutch conservatives in 1794 
harbored "J ac bm" ideas, to suppress dis- 
affection by force, to control the flight of 
capital, to raise a citizen army: all govern- 
ments since 1794 have done the same, as 
the price of survival . It is clear also that 
Catholics might make active revolutionists, 
depending upon conditions. The internal 
dynamics of revolution, or push and pull 
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between left and right, are well illustrated 
by the Dutch example, which suggests that 
immovability on the part of older author- 
ities, by discouraging compromise, may 
throw moderates into dependence upon the 
left and so produce more "radicalism" 
than radicals could ever produce alone. It 
is clear that democracy was at issue; the 
term was no smear-word; it was sensibly 
used by democrats and antidemocrats alike. 
National unity was also at issue; but unity 
and indivisibility, een- en ondeelbarheit, 
when applied to this tiny country, need 
raise no specter of militant nationalism: it 
meant only the merging of an old class and 
church-oriented society into a new civic 
community. It is evident also that the 
world war which began in 1792, and espe- 
cially the war between France and Great 
Britain, while ideological issues were de- 
pendent on its outcome, was by no means 
ideological alone, nor a war of offense and 



defense with respect to revolution. It was 
a part of the hundred-year-old resistance 
of continental Europeans to the rise of the 
British empire. Not merely did revolution- 
ary sympathy make men anti-British. Ex- 
isting anti-British sentiment, due to the 
rise of the British empire and sea power, 
might, conversely, incline them to sym- 
pathy with revolution. The British govern- 
ment might have won more allies in de- 
fending Europe from revolution, had it 
been more disinterested a thought not in- 
applicable to Americans today. Finally, 
these Dutch events suggest that if only 
the whole revolutionary and counterrevolu- 
tionary movement, for Europe and Amer- 
ica in these years, could be put together in 
one story, it would at least be very inter- 
esting if not hopelessly entangled and 
might even give us a better understanding 
of what has really happened in our world 
in the last two hundred years. 
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OMETIMES a single essay, a mono- 
graph, or a series of lectures makes 
historiographical history. It was so in 1893 
when Frederick Jackson Turner read his 
paper on "The Significance of the Frontier 
in American History." It was so again in 
1913 when Charles A. Beard published 
his Economic Interpretations of the Con- 
stitution. And it was so in 1925 when J. 
Franklin Jameson delivered his four lec- 
tures at Princeton on 'The American Rev- 
olution Considered as a Social Movement." 
At first glance the comparison with 
Turner and Beard may seem strained. We 
are accustomed to think of Jameson as a 
scholar's scholar, a kind of indispensable 
historical midwife curator and editor of 
manuscripts, director of other men's re- 
search, editor of the American Historical 
Review not as a pathbreaker, an inno- 
vator. But this is to do him less than jus- 
tice. The American Revolution Considered 
as a Social Movement stands as a landmark 
in recent American historiography, a slen- 



der but unmistakable signpost, pointing a 
new direction for historical research and 
interpretation. Before Jameson, the Amer- 
ican Revolution had been a chapter in po- 
litical, diplomatic, and military history, a 
story of Faneuil Hall and Lexington, In- 
dependence Hall and Valley Forge, Ver- 
sailles and Yorktown. After Jameson, it be- 
came something different, something 
greater a seismic disturbance in Ameri- 
can society, a sudden quickening in the 
American mind. 

The American Revolution, like the 
French, Jameson believed, was accompa- 
nied by social and cultural changes of pro- 
found significance. 

The stream of revolution, once started, could 
not be confined within narrow banks, but 
spread abroad upon the land. Many economic 
desires, many social aspirations were set free 
by the political struggle, many aspects of co- 
lonial society profoundly altered by the forces 
thus let loose. The relations of social classes 
to each other, the institution of slavery, the 
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system of landholding, the course of business, 
the forms and spirit of the intellectual and re- 
ligious life, all felt the transforming hand of 
revolution, all emerged from under it in 
shapes advanced many degrees nearer to those 
we know, 

No more than Turner's or Beard's was 
Jameson's notion wholly new. Just a year 
earlier, in his massive volume on The 
American States during and after the Rev- 
olution, Allan Nevins had devoted fifty 
pages to the task of demonstrating in im- 
pressive detail that "a social and intellectual 
revolution" occurred between Lexington 
and Yorktown. Nearly twenty years be- 
fore, Carl Becker had described the Revo- 
lution as a twofold contest: for home-rule 
on the one hand, for "the democratization 
of American politics and society" on the 
other. As far back as 1787, Benjamin Rush 
had perceived that the American revolu- 
tion was bigger than the American war, 
that the real revolution was in "the prin- 
ciples, morals, and manners of our citi- 
zens/' and that, far from being over, that 
revolution had only begun. 

Jameson's view of the Revolution was 
not new, but no one hitherto had mar- 
shaled the evidence so compactly, conveyed 
it so lucidly, or argued from it so persua- 
sively. Perceptive historians immediately 
greeted his little volume as a gem of his- 
torical writing "a truly notable book/' 
Charles A. Beard called it," ... cut with 
a diamond point to a finish, studded with 
novel illustrative materials, gleaming with 
new illumination, serenely engaging in 
style, and sparingly garnished with genial 
humor." 

The influence of this little book with the 
long tide has grown steadily. A year after 
its publication, the Beards summarized its 
thesis in their widely read Rise of Ameri- 
can Civilization. Jameson's emphasis on 
social factors harmonized perfectly with 
the intellectual and political climate of the 
1930's. In 1940, after the author's death, 
a second edition appeared, and in 1950 a 
third an unusual tribute to a set of aca- 
demic lectures. With the passage of a 



quarter-century, the book has achieved the 
standing of a minor classic. One will find 
hardly a textbook that does not paraphrase 
or quote Jameson's words, borrow his illus- 
trations, cite him in its bibliography. The 
notion of the Revolution as a social up- 
heaval has achieved the final seal of ac- 
ceptance: it has been taken over by the 
historical novelists by such writers as 
Kenneth Roberts and Howard Fast, to 
name two rather unlikely bedfellows. 

Jameson, one suspects, had no idea he 
was writing a classic. His aim was simply 
to challenge American historians by open- 
ing new windows on the Revolutionary 
era, suggesting new directions for future 
research, throwing out tentative hypotheses 
for others to test. Over the past quarter- 
century historians have risen to his chal- 
lenge with a flood of articles, monographs, 
academic dissertations, and full-dress his- 
tories bearing on one or another of his 
propositions. But the average textbook- 
writer, one is tempted to believe, has not 
got beyond Jameson. The time has come 
to go back and ask how Jameson's original 
thesis stands up in the light of all this 
detailed research; what modifications, if 
any, must be made; what further exten- 
sions, if any, are possible. 

Jameson disposed his arguments under 
four rubrics the status of persons, the 
land, industry and commerce, thought and 
feeling. If we recognize, as he did, that 
such divisions are purely arbitrary, we 
may adopt his procedure. 

American society, he suggested, was 
measurably democratized during the Revo- 
lution. The upper stratum, the old colonial 
aristocracy, was largely liquidated by 
banishment, voluntary exile, or impoverish- 
ment New groups rose to the surface to 
take their places. "In most states the 
strength of the revolutionary party lay 
most largely in the plain people," and the 
social changes which they brought about 
naturally tended "in the direction of level- 
ling democracy." Broadening of the suf- 
frage elevated "whole classes of people 
... in their social status," and the revo- 
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Loyalist. Clearly Jameson's generalizations 
about the fate of the old aristocracy must 
be qualified. 

What about the new democracy of the 
Revolutionary period? Unquestionably a 
sense of dignity and importance came to 
the common man the small farmer, the 
town artisan as a result of his revolution- 
ary activities and the limited extension of 
the suffrage. But before we can say with 
assurance how democratic the new society 
was, we must answer the prior question: 
how undemocratic was the old? No one 
will dispute the fact that provincial society 
was stratified, that class distinctions existed, 
that political and social equality were 
hardly dreamed of. A recent brilliant study 
of electoral practices in colonial Massachu- 
setts raises, however, some questions. By 
means of ingenious statistical methods and 
samplings of contemporary opinion, the 
author of this study has shown rather con- 
vincingly that, in the Bay Colony at least, 
practically all adult males had the vote. 
Massachusetts society before 1776, he con- 
cludes, was "very close to a complete 
democracy." And he hints of further re- 
visions to come. "As for the 'internal revo- 
lution* in other colonies/' he says, " per- 
haps we should take another look. There 
is more than a hint in the records that 
what applies to Massachusetts applies with- 
out too much change to other colonies as 
well." 

Though the Negro slave received some 
indirect benefits from the Revolution, the 
indentured servant, Jameson found, re- 
ceived none. Nor has subsequent research 
uncovered any important evidence that he 
overlooked. While he was dwelling on the 
negative side, Jameson might have men- 
tioned another large dependent class that 
gained nothing in status as a result of the 
Revolution. Even before independence was 
declared, that doughty feminist Abigail 
Adams was writing to her husband in 
Congress: "By the way, in the new code 
of laws which I suppose it will be neces- 
sary for you to make, I desire you would 
remember the ladies and be more generous 



lutionary philosophy of liberty wrought im- 
provements in the condition of the most 
debased class in America the Negro 
slaves. 

Recent studies of individual states and 
regions seem to suggest that Jameson was 
too sweeping when he equated colonial 
aristocrats with Loyalists and implied that 
this group was erased from American so- 
ciety. In eastern Massachusetts it was per- 
haps true that "a majority of the old aris- 
tocracy" emigrated. But in the central and 
western part of the state the oldest, most 
respected families chose the Whig side and 
remained to perpetuate their local rule in 
the days of the early Republic, In New 
Hampshire, except around Portsmouth, so- 
ciety had never been highly stratified, and 
the Tory emigration bore away few out- 
standing individuals. In Connecticut, 
where "the native aristocracy of culture, 
wealth, religion, and politics*' tended to be 
loyal to the crown, at least half of the 
Tories never left the state. Others were 
welcomed back even before the war was 
over. Within six months of the peace 
treaty, New Haven was openly extending 
an invitation to former Loyalists to return, 
and President Ezra Stiles of Yale College 
was grumbling about efforts "silently to 
bring the Tories into an Equality and 
Supremacy among the Whigs." In New 
York and Philadelphia, many prominent 
merchants perhaps the majority were 
Loyalists, or at least "neutralists," and they 
stayed on in such numbers as to give a 
definite tone to postwar society, politics, 
and business in these important centers. In 
Maryland, the "internal" Revolution turns 
out to have been a struggle between one 
group of aristocrats planters, merchants, 
lawyers and another; the "plain people" 
took little part in the conflict and the re- 
sultant social shifts were minimal. In Vir- 
ginia, of course, most of the "F.F.Ws" were 
Whigs, and their control of politics was to 
continue through the days of the "Virginia 
dynasty." In the North Carolina back 
country it was the "plain people" the old 
Regulators who were most stubbornly 
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and favorable to them than your ancestors/* 
Her husband wrote back as much in ear- 
nest as in jest: "Depend on it, we know 
better than to repeal our masculine sys- 
tems." It was to be nearly three quarters 
of a century before the Declaration of In- 
dependence would be revised by a group 
of determined ladies at Seneca Falls to 
read: "All men and women are created 
equal." Both negative and positive evi- 
dence, then, suggests that the Revolution 
made less difference in the status of per- 
sons in America than Jameson believed. 

The doctrine that underlies Jameson's 
second lecture is, quite explicitly, eco- 
nomic determinism: "political democracy," 
he says flatly, "came to the United States 
as a result of economic democracy." The 
movement for manhood suffrage which 
reached its fruition in Jacksonian America, 
he maintains, was rooted in a peculiarly 
American type of land tenure the system 
of small holdings or what he chooses to 
call "peasant proprietorship." This system 
the Revolution fixed upon the nation when 
it swept away the royal restrictions, the 
archaic manorial laws and usages which 
had encumbered the land throughout the 
colonial period. There was, he makes clear, 
"no violent outbreak/' no bloody massacre 
of landlords as in France a decade later. 
Still, "in a quiet, sober, Anglo-Saxon way 
a great change was reflected in the land 
system of America between the years 1775 
and 1795." Specifically, the changes were 
of three sorts: the discontinuance of quit- 
rents and of the king's right to mast-trees, 
the abolition of primogeniture and entail, 
the confiscation and distribution of the 
Tory estates. 

The importance of the quitrents and the 
king's "broad arrow" was probably more 
symbolic than real. Jameson himself ad- 
mitted this: payment of quitrents, he 
pointed out, was "largely evaded"; the law 
giving the king's surveyors the right to 
reserve the tallest, straightest pine trees for 
the Royal Navy "was not rigorously en- 
forced." Still, no historian will deny the 
importance of an emotion-laden symbol, 



and Jameson insists, quite rightly, that the 
quitrent and the king's "broad arrow" were 
symbols of an obsolete and alien feudalism, 
that until they were done away with, pri- 
vate property was not private property. 

There is high authority, of course, for 
attaching great significance to the abolition 
of primogeniture and entail in Virginia 
the authority of Thomas Jefferson. But 
these gestures too, it now appears, were 
more important in the realm of symbol 
than of economic reality. In point of fact, 
neither primogeniture nor entail operated 
to any important degree in Virginia. Re- 
cent research has shown that most estates 
in the Old Dominion were not entailed but 
could be freely alienated. And primogeni- 
ture was mandatory only if the property- 
owner died intestate. Most Virginia plant- 
ers were careful to make wills. By their 
wills they often distributed their property 
among all their sons, and sometimes even 
their daughters. So Jefferson, in the words 
of his most authoritative biographer, "did 
not destroy the country gentry as a group 
with the blows of his mighty ax, and there 
is insufficient reason to believe that he 
wanted to." What he did was merely to 
"remove legal vestiges of Old World aris- 
tocracy." The sweeping conclusion reached 
by a recent student of this problem in 
Virginia may well apply to other colonies: 
"No radical change of custom in devising 
estates resulted from the abolition of primo- 
geniture and entail." 

On the confiscation of Loyalist lands 
much has been written of late years. The 
evidence has not been canvassed for all 
the states, but a definite conclusion seems 
to be emerging that considerably less dif- 
fusion and democratization of landowner- 
ship resulted from the breakup of these 
estates and their disposition in small par- 
cels than Jameson supposed. 

The most intensive study has been cen- 
tered on the southern counties of New 
York, where the DeLanceys, the Bayards, 
the Philipses held sway in colonial times 
over their vast baronies. When the revolu- 
tionary New York government seized the 
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estates and sold them off, some of the 
land, to be sure, went to former tenants 
and other landless individuals. But the 
bulk of it was bought up by wealthy pa- 
triots and merely augmented the domains 
of rival families like the Livingstons, 
Schuylers, and Roosevelts. 'While it is 
true," concludes the author of this study, 
"that the disposal of the loyalist estates 
effected a greater diffusion of ownership, 
it is questionable whether it went far to- 
ward a radical redistribution of landed 
wealth and a new social and economic 
order." 

The same thing seems to have been true 
in Maryland, where wealthy Whig plant- 
ers and speculators bought up a large pro- 
portion of the desirable Tory lands in Bal- 
timore and Frederick counties. Nor is the 
story greatly different in western Massa- 
chusetts or New Hampshire. The South 
Carolina confiscation law, in the opinion 
of a contemporary, was actually "so framed 
that a man who wants land has no chance 
to get any," for the state required security 
which only the wealthy landowner could 
provide. 

The case of North Carolina is instruc- 
tive. The authority on the Loyalists of that 
state, noting that die confiscated lands were 
sold in plots averaging two hundred acres, 
concludes with Jameson that the confisca- 
tions "tended to make the Revolution eco- 
nomic and social as well as political." From 
his own evidence, however, one could draw 
the equally justified inference that many a 
wealthy patriot took advantage of the bar- 
gain prices to increase his holdings and 
consequently his social status. The largest 
Tory estate was that of the great speculator 
Henry McCulloh some 40,000 acres. Of 
the ninety purchasers of McCulloh's lands 
thirty-four bought more than one tract. 
Some acquired as many as ten or fifteen, 
thereby creating estates as large as 5,000 
acres. Robert Raiford purchased parcels 
from five different Tories and put together 
an estate of more than a thousand acres. 
The 3,600-acre estate of Thomas Hooper 
passed almost intact to John McKinsey. 



Before a final generalization can be made 
about the social effects of the confiscations 
in North Carolina, we need to know more 
about the previous economic status of the 
purchasers. 

The largest estate to be confiscated in 
America, as Jameson pointed out, was that 
of the Penn family. By the Divesting Act 
of 1779 the Pennsylvania legislature as- 
sumed control of twenty-one and a half 
million acres all the ungranted lands 
which by royal charter had belonged to 
the proprietors. But this proprietary land, 
from which the Penns had never received 
any income, was comparable, surely, to the 
ungranted crown lands which fell into the 
hands of the other commonwealths. Much 
more significant is the fact that the pri- 
vate manors, the "proprietary tenths," of 
the Penns, amounting to more than 500,- 
000 acres, together with the quitrents on 
them, were specifically "confirmed, ratified 
and established for ever" in the hands of 
the Penn family and this by the most 
"radical" of all the revolutionary legisla- 
tures! 

Clearly, there are two ways of reading 
the evidence concerning the confiscation 
and sale of Loyalist lands. Jameson, who 
was arguing a thesis, chose to stress the 
"democratizing" effects. But there were 
other social consequences of an opposite 
tendency the aggrandizement of certain 
individuals and families already well en- 
trenched, the opportunities opened for spec- 
ulation and we shall not understand all 
the social results of this great sequestration 
of lands until we assess these as well. 

In particular, until someone has studied 
the social effects of land speculation in the 
Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary era 
as Professor Paul W. Gates has done for a 
later period, we shall not know whether 
the operations of the speculators hastened 
or delayed settlement, encouraged or hin- 
dered the system of small holdings. Mean- 
while, we may note that Professor Aber- 
nethy considers the Virginia land office act 
of 1779 (drafted, incidentally, by Thomas 
Jefferson) "a colossal mistake," a blow to 
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economic democracy, and a retarding in- 
fluence on settlement because it played 
into the hands of speculators and thus 
prevented the diffusion of land in small 
holdings. By this act, he says, "democracy 
was defeated in Virginia at the moment 
when it might have had its birth." 

Land speculation was, of course, a form 
of business enterprise. And business enter- 
prise, it is now clear, took a sharp spurt as 
a direct result of Revolutionary conditions. 
That Jameson should have perceived and 
stressed this in 1925 is sufficiently remark- 
able. His chapter on "Industry and Com- 
merce" undoubtedly opened the eyes of 
many American historians to the economic 
facts which, as everyone now recognizes, 
are as crucial in the history of a war as the 
political, diplomatic, and military facts. 

Some of the new economic paths which 
the Revolution opened, turned out to be 
blind alleys. Postwar interest in the im- 
provement of agriculture, reflected in the 
sudden popularity of farmers* societies, 
proved to be short-lived and relatively in- 
effectual. In some regions the wartime 
growth of manufacturing, which Jameson 
noted, was choked off by the postwar flood 
of cheap British goods, which he neglected 
to mention. 

But in other ways enterprise burgeoned 
and flourished under wartime and postwar 
conditions. Opportunities for quick gains 
in privateering and profiteering, the open- 
ing of new markets, the expansion of the 
credit system, the injection of new supplies 
of specie into the economy as a result of 
foreign borrowing, the rise of new business 
groups around men like Jeremiah Wads- 
worth, William Duer, Robert Morris, the 
very idea (a new one for Americans) of 
large-scale business association aU these 
were constructive economic forces gener- 
ated by the Revolution. Especially impor- 
tant were the rise of banking and the 
spread of incorporation. In the words of 
one economic historian, the Bank of North 
America, which opened in Philadelphia in 
1782, "was identified with the American 
Revolutionary 'settlement/ as the Bank 



of England was with that of the Glorious 
Revolution/' 

The same scholar gives us some reveal- 
ing statistics on the chartering of business 
corporations: "In contrast with the half- 
dozen American business charters granted 
in the entire colonial period, eleven were 
issued in the United States between 1781 
and 1785, twenty-two between 1786 and 
1790, and 114 between 1791 and 1795." 
Economic facts of this order have led one 
writer to treat the American Revolution as 
"the triumph of American mercantile capi- 
talism." Whether or not one wishes to 
adopt this view, it is clear, as Jameson 
dimly perceived, that the Revolution loosed 
potent new forces in the American econ- 
omy. How these forces were related to the 
social and political democracy which Jame- 
son saw as products of the Revolution 
remains to be studied. 

When he turned from the hard facts of 
economic history to the impalpable realm 
of "thought and feeling," Jameson was less 
at home. Yet even here he opened vistas 
which a generation of intellectual and cul- 
tural historians have explored with profit. 
The greater part of his final lecture is con- 
cerned with the effect of independence on 
the churches with disestablishment and 
the separation of church and state, with 
the reorganization of the churches on a 
national basis, with the wartime decline of 
religious life and the postwar spread of 
liberal theologies. Subsequent research has 
added little to Jameson's account of these 
matters, except to fill in details. What 
Jameson did and it was no trifling 
achievement was to bring American 
church history within the purview of 
American historians to take, as it were, 
the first steps toward giving this neglected 
orphan child a home and a standing within 
the family of historical disciplines. 

Certain of his insights, naturally, have 
proved more fruitful than others. His 
obiter dictum to the effect that military 
men can never again play the part in pub- 
lic life that they played after the Revolu- 
tion falls strangely on our ears, who have 
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known the proconsulate of MacArthur, 
the foreign ministry of Marshall, the Presi- 
dency of Eisenhower. Curiously, Jameson 
found little evidence of educational ad- 
vance in the Revolutionary era, except for 
the founding of new colleges. Had he 
taken a broader view of education, he 
might have recognized a number of im- 
portant developments directly or indirectly 
related to wartime experience: the improve- 
ment of medicine (including dentistry) 
and of medical education; the emergence 
of civil engineering from military engineer- 
ing; the founding of Judge Tapping Reeve's 
"law school" at Litchfield, Connecticut, 
in 1784; the diffusion of scientific knowl- 
edge through the revived activity of the 
American Philosophical Society and the 
founding of the American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences; the popularity of pamphle- 
teering as a form of mass education; and 
not least important the informal edu- 
cation, the widening of horizons, that re- 
sulted from wartime mobility, from the 
fact that, for the first time, many Ameri- 
cans rubbed elbows and minds not only 
with Europeans but with other Americans. 
The school of intellectual and cultural his- 
torians which has sprung up in the last 
quarter century has made much of the 
"intellectual democracy" and the "cultural 
nationalism" which Jameson vaguely per- 
ceived as concomitants, in the realm of 
"thought and feeling," of the American 
Revolution. 

The danger here as elsewhere is that the 
historian, misled by his enthusiasm for the 
concept of "revolution," will posit too 
abrupt a set of changes, will pay too little 
attention to the evidences of historical con- 
tinuity. Jameson himself did not altogether 
avoid this pitfall. For example, he wrote 
that "Joel Barlow's Vision of Columbus, or 
President Stile's celebrated election sermon 
on The United States Elevated to Glory 
and Honor, could not possibly have been 
written twenty years earlier." If he meant 
by this that the idea of the United States 



as an independent nation was not enter- 
tained in the 1760's ? the statement is ob- 
viously correct, though hardly startling. If 
he meant that before 1775 no American 
felt or expressed love for the land, pride in 
its people, confidence in its future, he was 
just as obviously wrong. For one finds 
strong feelings of American patriotism in 
a pre-Revolutionary poem like Freneau 
and Brackenridge's "The Rising Glory of 
America," written in 1771, in the sermons 
of Samuel Davies and Jonathan Mayhew 
in the 1750's, even in Judge Samuel 
Sewall's proud paean to his beloved Plum 
Island, Crane Pond, and Turkey Hill as 
far back as the last decade of the seven- 
teenth century. Indeed the points at which 
the supports to Jameson's thesis seem weak- 
est where for example he argues for 
sharper changes in the political and social 
status of individuals than can be justified 
on the evidence are precisely those points 
at which he overlooked or underestimated 
dynamic forces already present in the so- 
ciety of late colonial America, 

Still, a historian who fashions so useful 
a conceptual tool, who popularizes so fruit- 
ful a hypothesis, who enlarges so notably 
our understanding of a significant era in 
American history, can be forgiven a few 
oversights, a few overstatements. Basically, 
the "Jameson thesis" is still sound, and, 
what is more important, still vital and 
suggestive, capable of still further life, still 
greater usefulness. Jameson, after all, did 
much more than give us a new approach 
to the American Revolution. He formu- 
lated and cogently applied to a particular 
period an important general thesis "the 
thesis that all the varied activities of men 
in the same country and period have inti- 
mate relations with each other, and that 
one cannot obtain a satisfactory view of 
any one of them by considering it apart 
from the others.* For this he deserves hom- 
age as one of the founders of American 
social and cultural history. 
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ON July 4, 1948, the people of the 
United States will celebrate the 
172nd anniversary of the Declaration of 
Independence. In other words, it is now 
almost twice four score and seven years 
ago that "our fathers Drought forth on this 
continent a new nation conceived in lib- 
erty and dedicated to the proposition that 
all men are created equal." And we have 
just finished in fact, it may be said that 
we are still engaged in a great struggle 
"testing whether that nation or any nation 
so conceived and so dedicated can long 
endure." 

The principle of liberty and the propo- 
sition that all men are created equal were 
inherited by the people of the United 
States from a long tradition. That tradition 
had Biblical origins; its genealogy can 
easily be traced by the brilliant pattern it 
weaves through the history of British and 
European political philosophy and consti- 
tutional practice. Its collateral American 
lines reached maturity in the constitutions 
of the separate states (some of which came 



even before the Declaration of Independ- 
ence), the Declaration of Independence it- 
self, and in the first ten amendments of the 
federal constitution. 

It is sometimes believed that it was be- 
cause of the principles for which the 
Americans fought and which they had 
incorporated in their widely admired Dec- 
laration of Independence that the govern- 
ment of France joined with the young 
American nation to fight against the ty- 
ranny symbolized by the British army and 
its Hessian mercenaries. That belief, how- 
ever, contains sentimental overtones that 
do not ring true. That the ideals of "life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness" had 
a significant influence in determining 
French foreign policy before 1778, if it is 
true at all, is true only in small part. How 
little truth there is in it can be shown by 
citing the outstanding contemporary 
French writers on political theory, the very 
people whose purpose it should have been 
to promote the ideals of liberty among the 
French. 
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Take, for example, Beaumarchais. He 
was one of the writers in the period be- 
fore the French Revolution largely respon- 
sible for the spread of the idea of liberty 
in France. He was greatly interested in 
American independence, and was influ- 
ential in forming the American policy of 
the French minister of foreign affairs, the 
Comte de Vergennes. Yet from the letters 
that Beaumarchais wrote to the minister 
before 1778, it is clear that he did not in- 
tend the ideal of liberty to have the fore- 
most part in that policy. He made the 
more practical plea that the independence 
of the American colonies from England 
would redress the world's commercial bal- 
ance and would be to the political ad- 
vantage of the French empire. 

And Turgot, also a minister of the king 
and justly reputed to be one of the out- 
standing economic reformers of his day, 
was still less a champion of American 
freedom. When the minister of foreign af- 
fairs sent around a memorandum asking 
for opinions as to whether the French gov- 
ernment should take part in the War of 
American Independence, Turgot replied: 
"It seems to me that the most desirable 
outcome from the viewpoint of the two 
crowns [the French and the Spanish] 
would be that England overcome the re- 
sistance of her colonies." He went on to 
say that a long-drawn-out war between the 
British and the American insurgents would 
be to the advantage of France. A similar 
point of view was presented by the Abbe" 
de Mably, generally considered one of the 
most radical political theorists of the day, 
in an essay entitled Notre Gloire ou Nos 
Reves. In short, hard-headed considerations 
regarding the welfare of France were more 
typical of the attitude of French writers 
before the Declaration of Independence 
than the sentimental championing of 
American liberties. 

It is sometimes said that many French 
soldiers came to America before 1778 to 
fight on behalf of the ideal of liberty. 
That is supposed to be particularly true of 



the Marquis de Lafayette. But it can be 
shown I have spent many hours and 
written many pages in the effort to show 
that as a matter of fact Lafayette's in- 
terest in political ideals, if it existed at all 
before 1776, was not very keen. Its vigorous 
growth came only after he had enlisted in 
the American service, and was not a cause 
of his doing so. It was less spiritual motives 
such as escape from frustration, desire 
for glory, and hatred of the British that 
led to his heroic behavior. What was true 
of Lafayette was a fortiori true of other 
European soldiers who volunteered their 
services to the American army, and was 
still more true of those soldiers who went 
as part of the French army, following the 
formal Franco-American alliance, to fight 
under Rochambeau on the side of Wash- 
ington. The attitude of the French peo- 
ple before or shortly after the Declaration 
of Independence [that] was known to them 
is well summed up by Morellet, another of 
that group of writers of the eighteenth cen- 
tury Enlightenment called "the philo- 
sophes" In a letter to the British minister 
Shelbume dated January 5, 1777 i.e., 
shortly after news of the Declaration of 
Independence had reached France ^Morel- 
let declared that many partisans of America 
in Paris were less friendly to American lib- 
erty than hostile to Great Britain. 

Offsetting this prevalent attitude, how- 
ever, was that of other Frenchmen who 
thought of America as fighting the cause 
of mankind. After Benjamin Franklin got 
to France, he reported a general feeling 
that America was fighting for the liberty 
of all in fighting for her own. Franklin, 
however, is not the best of witnesses in this 
regard. Naturally he encountered the most 
pro-American elements, and the less 
friendly persons he met were not likely to 
express themselves freely in his presence. 
And yet Franklin's testimony enables us to 
note that the news of the Declaration of 
Independence, which had arrived in France 
just about a month ahead of him, marked 
a significant change in French public opin- 
ion. While before the end of 1776 the pre- 
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vailing attitude toward the American rebel- 
lion was Anglophobe, by the beginning of 
1777 it had become Americanophile, 

For a time after 1776 that is to say, 
between 1776 and the signing of the treaty 
of alliance of 1778 the official policy and 
the opinion of a large part of the popula- 
tion was for the most part Anglophobe and 
not libertarian. Between 1776 and 1778, 
the pro-American party in France published 
a periodical entitled Les Affaires de I'An- 
gleterre et de I'Amerique. This periodical 
appeared to be published in the Belgian 
city of Antwerp. At any rate, that city 
was indicated on the tide page as its place 
of origin. It probably was printed and pub- 
lished in Paris, but in order to avoid the 
censorship authorities, who apparently still 
were unfriendly to American ideals, it was 
made to appear to come from a foreign 
country. This newspaper has often been 
cited as showing the popularity of republi- 
can principles in France before 1778, but 
recent investigation shows that it endeav- 
ored to soften the impact of republican 
principles against a cushion of anti-English 
arguments rather than to propound repub- 
lican principles directly and positively. 
There was at the same time in Paris also 
a pro-English, anti-American propaganda 
intended to counteract that of the friends 
of America. This English propaganda, or- 

finized under the guidance of Isaac De 
into, played upon the widespread antipa- 
thy in France to rebellion and reproached 
the Americans as insurgents. 

The Alliance of 1778 changed the pic- 
ture thoroughly, making official France out- 
wardly, and the greater part of the French 
people sincerely, friendly to America as 
well as hostile to England. That alliance 
was largely, however, the result rather of 
the fear that the American colonies might 
become reconciled to the mother country, 
thereby re-establishing English supremacy 
upon the seas and overseas, than of France's 
interest in the ideals set forth in the Dec- 
laration of Independence. The English his- 
torian W. E. H. Lecky has well summed 
up the French attitude of that day. The 



French, he said, were not moved by Ameri- 
can liberty, but they were greatly con- 
cerned with American independence. After 
1778, however, the spirit of liberty grew in 
France and cemented the friendliness of 
the people of France toward the people of 
the United States. 

As a general rule, American history text- 
books give the impression that what went 
on in the thirteen transatlantic British colo- 
nies from 1778 to 1783 was the major 
phase of the War of the American Revolu- 
tion. Nevertheless, to most contemporaries 
outside of America, that was only a small 
part of a much bigger war one that may 
indeed be called a "world war/' if by that 
phrase is meant a struggle fought all over 
the world. Only a portion of the total 
forces involved were engaged in what is 
now the eastern part of the United States 
and Canada. Others fought in the West 
Indies, South America, Africa and Asia, 
and on the high seas. The total number of 
land forces under arms in the United States 
seldom, if ever, reached more than 40,000 
on either side. In only one instance did 
Washington command more than 16,000 
men, and that was at Yorktown, where 
nearly half of them were French. A bigger 
army in France had constituted one of the 
most serious threats of invasion that Eng- 
land had ever had to face before 1940, and 
in Spain another army nearly as large had 
besieged Gibraltar and invaded Minorca. 
The fleets that fought in the East and the 
West Indies sometimes numbered more 
men than were engaged in the most de- 
cisive land battles of the American phase 
of the conflict 

Eventually nearly every country of Eu- 
rope was involved directly or indirectly in 
the war, which was only another in a cen- 
tury-long series that France had been fight- 
ing against England for world hegemony. 
Since the Treaty of 1763, the French had 
made a. vigorous effort to fan the ill-feeling 
between the American colonies and their 
mother country into a flame that could be 
quenched only with blood. After rebellion 
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started, it would probably have resulted in 
reconciliation between the colonies and 
England if the French had been willing 
that it should end in a peaceful manner. 
Not only did they form an alliance with 
the United States, they also brought in 
the Spanish and the Dutch. Before peace 
was made, a formidable coalition of world 
powers was lined up against England in- 
stead of merely thirteen under-populated 
colonies. 

France also put a great deal of effort and 
money into the thirteen colonies them- 
selves. True, the forces sent there were 
small compared to those sent elsewhere. 
Likewise, the fleets that sailed there went 
usually on side-trips from their campaigns 
in the West Indies. But the visit of one 
of those fleets proved to be the means by 
which Cornwallis was cut off from aid or 
retreat, and the half-army that Rochambeau 
placed under Washington at Yorktown 
Cafter agreeing to wait no longer for the 
other half to come) was the deciding factor 
in winning that decisive encounter. 

Though France, Spain, Holland, and the 
United States formed quite a strong coa- 
lition, they were not the only countries in- 
volved in the war. Practically every other 
big European state was included in a 
league of "armed neutrality," organized to 
fight England "short of war" (to use a 
phrase not then current). They resisted her 
on the high seas, seeking to refute the con- 
tention that she ruled the waves and that 
the oceans were not free. Thus, Russia, 
Prussia, the Holy Roman Empire, the 
Scandinavian countries, Portugal and the 
Two Sicilies became indirectly involved 
in the War of American Independence. 
The separate German states also became in- 
terested in its outcome, since Austria and 
Prussia were carrying on a little war of 
their own the so-called "Potato War" 
(1778-79) which remained localized and 
bloodless because England and France, al- 
lies of Prussia and Austria respectively, 
were busily engaged in fighting each other 
in America and elsewhere. TTius another 
important aspect of European history dur- 



ing the eighteenth century the struggle 
for leadership in the Holy Roman Empire 
was for a while affected by what went on 
in America. 

Nor did the war end when the American 
phase of it was decided. Yorktown was 
fought in 1781, but peace was not made 
until 1783. Several things that occurred in 
the meantime had a greater influence than 
the victory at Yorktown on what that peace 
would be. For example, France was deci- 
sively defeated in the West Indies waters, 
and it became obvious that the siege of 
Gibraltar would not succeed. These failures 
rather than Yorktown determined the out- 
come for the Spanish, the Dutch, and the 
French. They determined also that Britan- 
nia would continue to rule the waves, even 
though she lost her thirteen Continental 
colonies. 

Thus it happened that, from the military 
and diplomatic point of view, the Revolu- 
tionary War was much more than a war 
for American independence. Although time 
was to show that the establishment of a 
sovereign American federation was perhaps 
the most important result of that war, to 
contemporaries the future of the United 
States appeared to be only one among 
many issues that had induced the big 
powers to become involved in the struggle. 
It is even conceivable that if the Battles of 
Lexington and Concord had not made the 
American rebellion the immediate occasion 
of that struggle, England and France might 
have engaged about the same time anyway 
in another round of their hundred-year 
contest for control of the seas and of the 
colonies beyond the seas. In that event, it 
is also conceivable, the strategy on both 
sides might have been much the same as it 
actually was, except perhaps for the cam- 
paigns on the North American continent. 

In other words, the War of the American 
Revolution was a conflict in which France 
played the major part on the allied side 
and the American states a minor one. To 
Frenchmen the capture of small islands 
like Grenada and Dominica and naval de- 
feats like the Battle of the Saints in the 
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West Indies were no less important and 
roused no less enthusiasm or distress than 
Yorktown. When victory finally was won, 
Frenchmen rejoiced not so much because 
the United States was independent as be- 
cause England had been humbled, her 
empire torn asunder, and her control of 
trade and the seas jeopardized. 

In 1783, the "Second Hundred Years' 
War" looked as if it were over and had 
ended in a decision favorable to France. 
The conflict was not over, however. The 
very effort France had made to win the 
latest bout left her too much exhausted to 
reap the expected rewards. Exhaustion soon 
combined with other complications to lead 
to domestic collapse. Eventually the strug- 
gle was renewed, with revolutionary ide- 
ologies as one of the weapons in this fight, 
and came to a close only with the decisive 
defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte and France. 

In preparing that collapse of France with 
its subsequent revolutionary ideology, the 
American Revolution played a part that has 
not always been properly understood, 
though generally recognized. A few years 
ago I tried to show that unrest alone is in- 
sufficient to create a revolution. In addition, 
I maintained, there must exist a sense of 
solidarity among the restless; and they must 
also have leadership and some program of 
reform. Even with all these, however, my 
argument continued, revolutions have been 
known to fail if they met with effective 
conservative resistance; and hence it fol- 
lows that revolutions succeed not so much 
because the revolutionaries are strong as 
because the vested interests are weak or, 
to use Hegelian terms, not so much because 
antithesis is irresistible as because thesis 
has collapsed. 

The French Revolution, for example, 
could hardly have come about without the 
American Revolution. Unrest, the factor 
for which one naturally looks first in ana- 
lyzing the causes of a revolution, would 
perhaps have been no less pronounced in 
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France if the American Revolution had not 
occurred. It was caused by many age-old 
social, economic, political, religious, intel- 
lectual, and other provocations, with which 
the fate of America had very little associ- 
ation. But one important source of dissatis- 
faction was definitely connected with the 
American Revolutionary War. While popu- 
lar uneasiness had been rife for decades, 
it did not come to a head until the French 
treasury was threatened with bankruptcy. 
That danger was in large part due to 
French sacrifices in the American Revolu- 
tion. The French had given and loaned 
great amounts of money to America. They 
had also made loans to other allies. They 
had sent huge armies and fleets to every 
quarter of the globe. The war is generally 
estimated to have cost France 2,000,000,000 
livres. The program of economy and reform 
that France's comptroller-general, Turgot, 
had embarked upon before the war had 
had to be abandoned. Not only were 
Turgot's sympathizers disillusioned, but 
also, when the war was over, France's ac- 
cumulated debt had reached about 4,000,- 
000,000 livres. Meanwhile the cost of liv- 
ing had gone up distressingly. 

It is difficult to translate the significance 
of a 4,000,000,000 livre debt for France of 
the 1780's into terms that would be intel- 
ligible to a twentieth-century American 
audience. In the first place, our attitude 
toward national indebtedness has changed, 
and many, if not most, of us no longer 
think that having an unfavorable trade bal- 
ance or being a debtor rather than a credi- 
tor nation is necessarily disastrous if the 
national economy is otherwise sound. In 
France of the 1780's, however, Adam 
Smith and his ideas of free trade as the 
true basis of the wealth of nations were 
not yet well known, and if the Physiocrats 
were more renowned, their emphasis was 
rather upon the virtues of a healthy do- 
mestic agriculture than upon those of vig- 
orous international trade and exchange. 
Hence all but a few in France felt that a 
large national debt would ruin the coun- 
try's credit; and that feeling did more to 
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make their fears come true than the logic 
of the actual situation. 

In addition, correctly to appreciate the 
differences between our reactions and 
theirs to such a situation, we must make 
allowances for the differences in popula- 
tion, national income, natural resources, 
and the comparative price index. France 
in that day had about one-sixth or one- 
seventh of the population of the United 
States of today, and her national income 
probably was proportionately less, because 
the chief enterprise was still a relatively 
primitive form of agriculture. Modestly 
estimated, a four-billion-livre debt weighed 
about as heavily on France in the 1780's 
as a debt of around twenty-five billion dol- 
lars would have weighed on the United 
States of the prewar period of the 1930's. 
Even in the present day of astronomical 
national debts, that is a staggering sum if 
allowance be made for the inflationary 
trends since the 1930's. The debt and the 
rising cost of living could not alone have 
brought on the French Revolution, but 
they were major contributing factors in 
the accumulating unrest. Both were in 
large measure directly attributable to 
French participation in the American Revo- 
lutionary War. 

What is more important, general aware- 
ness that dissatisfaction was widespread 
throughout France, with a resultant soli- 
darity among the dissatisfied, became much 
more marked after the 1770's. That too was 
attributable in large measure to French 
participation in the American Revolution- 
ary War. To be sure, France was an abso- 
lute monarchy; the press was censored, and 
writers were sent to prison for the expres- 
sion of heterodox opinions. The French 
had nevertheless been the allies of a con- 
federation that believed in republican in- 
stitutions. Several of those confederated 
states had constitutions containing bills of 
rights guaranteeing civil and political lib- 
erty. It became desirable for absolutist 
France to tolerate in fact to build up 
among its people a sympathy with the re- 
publican institutions of America, its ally. 



It was now the patriotic duty not only 
of French writers to promote the interest 
of French people in the American nation 
but also of the censors not to interfere un- 
necessarily with their doing so. For ex- 
ample, in 1778 a collection was published 
of the constitutions of the states and the 
Declaration of Independence, which was 
dedicated to Benjamin Franklin and was 
referred to as "die code of liberty." In 
1783 a much more impressive work rein- 
forced the pro-American impact. It con- 
tained, besides the constitutions of the thir- 
teen states, other significant American 
documents, although it was called Les Con- 
stitutions des Treize tats de I'Amerique. 
It was of special significance that this work 
was published by the king's official printer. 
That meant, as was later pointed out when 
a French Revolutionary assembly issued the 
famous Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen, that a declaration of 
rights actually had been promulgated in 
France by royal consent several years 
earlier. 

Another reason for the rapid spread of 
American ideals of liberty in France before 
the French Revolution was the personal 
popularity of Benjamin Franklin. He was 
petted by the ladies and feted by the aris- 
tocracy; he was lionized by the court and 
eulogized by poets, scientists and journal- 
ists; and he was envied by Arthur Lee and 
John Adams. The effect, direct or indirect, 
of Franklin's personal charm, his wide cor- 
respondence, and the writings about him 
was that the people of France often 
thought of all Americans as being made 
more or less in his image. The thought 
was probably far from true, but it did 
Americans no harm that their allies tended 
to think so. 

Another channel for the favorable im- 
pact of American ideals upon French popu- 
lar psychology was the impression made 
upon the soldiers who went from France 
to fight in the War of American Independ- 
ence. Lafayette went back to France a 
worshipper of Washington and, for the 
most part, an uncritical admirer of Ameri- 
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can institutions. The Abbe Robin, who 
had been a chaplain with Rochambeau's 
army, wrote a book about his experience 
that spoke of the Americans as if they were 
a nation of new Arcadians. Chastellux, 
who already had a great reputation as a 
fhilosophe and was third in command to 
Rochambeau, wrote a volume on his jour- 
neys through America that induced its 
readers to believe that American institu- 
tions were ideal and the American people 
admirable. And a number of young men 
who, like Lafayette, were to become leaders 
in the forthcoming revolution in France 
men like Alexandre de Lameth, Mathieu 
Dumas, the Comte de Segur, the Vicomte 
de Noailles, and that Saint-Simon who be- 
came the founder of the famous school of 
socialist Utopians in the nineteenth century 
all stated in later years that they had 
imbibed their first ideas of liberty from 
their contact with Americans during the 
Revolutionary War. These people wrote, 
spoke, and made orations about the Ameri- 
can people, American institutions, and 
American principles. They fondly nurtured 
idealizations of which they would brook 
no criticism. They flocked to the defense 
of the Americans whenever American vir- 
tues were questioned by others, like Deux 
Fonts, More, Biron, and Armand, who had 
hardly less right to speak of the American 
people than they. And the people of 
France, it proved, preferred to believe those 
who eulogized rather than those who dis- 
paraged America. The occasional book that 
criticized the United States won very little 
audience, whereas books like those of Chas- 
tellux and Robin received an enthusiastic 
welcome; and Lafayette became the most 
popular Frenchman of the day in France 
as well as America. 

Another factor that led to the spread of 
American ideals in France was the active 
propaganda of French agents, both diplo- 
matic and unofficial, in America. Cr&ve- 
coeur's famous Letters from an American 
Farmer spread broadcast a roseate picture 
of the United States in vastly different 
English and French editions. Foremost 



among the official propagandists was the 
Chevalier de La Luzerne, the French min- 
ister in Philadelphia. La Luzerne subsi- 
dized Americans, including Thomas Paine, 
to write things about America for circula- 
tion in France. Paine, according to La 
Luzerne, proved too lazy to write a reply 
to a critique of America by an illustrious 
philosophe, the Abbe Raynal, and La Lu- 
zerne satisfied himself by carefully going 
over the French translation of Carver's 
Voyages through the Interior Parts of 
North America and helping the translation 
to win approval in France. 

So the king's government, on the one 
hand, promoted interest in American in- 
stitutions, while, on the other, it opposed 
freedom in order to uphold absolute mon- 
archy. This predicament arose largely be- 
cause there was a war going on and France 
wanted to win it. Money had to be ad- 
vanced and armies raised if it was to be 
won, and those things could not easily be 
done without popular support. The pre- 
dicament was solved by weakening the 
royal censorship to the point where, in the 
famous "flood of pamphlets" of 1788, it 
practically collapsed. 

Thus the 1770's marked a new era in the 
propagation of the ideas that formed the in- 
tellectual foundations of the French Revo- 
lution. The change was noticeable in two 
ways. In the first place, ideas of reform be- 
came common property, and no longer 
belonged exclusively to the literate classes. 
In the second place, they became concrete 
rather than abstract. The outstanding stu- 
dents of French public opinion during this 
period, like Daniel Mornet, find that be- 
fore the 1770's the philosophes had ap- 
pealed only to a limited audience, consist- 
ing almost exclusively of those who could 
afford to buy the very expensive books pro- 
duced by the high publication costs of that 
day, and that they had dealt with man- 
kind in broad general terms. But after the 
1770's, as the appeal of the philosophes 
became more popular and was spread more 
widely than before through conversations, 
law courts, sermons, masonic lodges, and 
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club meetings, as well as books, it became 
more specific. The demand was now not 
alone for the general reform of mankind in 
accordance with "the laws of Nature and 
of Nature's God" but also for practical and 
immediate changes in French government 
and institutions. Even the authors of 
Utopias tended to turn from picturing 
purely imaginary states to describing what 
an ideal France might someday be; and al- 
though none of them spelled nature's back- 
ward, one of them did spell Paris backward 
to make the name of his ideal city. 

Madame d'Houdetot, a friend of Frank- 
lin, wrote to him that America had now 
provided the philosophes with "an example 
and a hope." In other words, America had 
become a case of Philosophy teaching by 
Example. In much the same way that 
speculative socialists of more recent times, 
unable to make a great impression upon the 
popular mind if they talked merely of 
what might be, found that, when they had 
an actual example in Russia, they could 
more easily bring about political pressure 
and effect political action, so the philo- 
sophes, the political theorists of the eight- 
eenth century, once they could point to a 
living illustration of the Rights of Man in 
America, rallied behind them the type of 
person that could not grasp principles but 
could visualize the force of political reform 
in action. Old writers now began to write 
about American institutions rather than 
the abstract Rights of Man and the welfare 
of mankind in general. Condorcet, Raynal, 
Chastellux, Turgot and Mably were only 
a few of the figures among the recognized 
philosophes who turned their attention to 
America, writing critiques of the American 
constitutions and innovations. A set of new 
writers who would probably have de- 
veloped into another generation of phi- 
losophes if their energies had not been di- 
verted by the French Revolution also be- 
came leaders in the new American vogue. 
Men like Mirabeau and Brissot, not to 
mention Condorcet and Lafayette again, 
wrote about the new America, holding it 



up as an example of what a good state 
ought to be. France, they thought, could 
hardly become a republic; it was too big 
to be anything but a monarchy. Yet other- 
wise it might follow the American model 
profitably. 

The attention these writers received was 
heightened by the controversies in which 
they engaged with Americans like Adams, 
Jefferson, Livingston, Mazzei and Barlow, 
and by translations of more sober historical 
and anthropological vmtings of American 
students like Filson, Carver and Ramsay. 
French journals carried articles on America 
sometimes by Americans. Abbe Raynal's 
popular History of tlie Two Indies in the 
original edition of 1775 gave only twenty 
pages to the United States but in that of 
1780 almost one hundred and fifty. Thus 
war, diplomacy and propaganda united to 
produce a general awareness of the ex- 
istence of a restless spirit in France. 

France had, however, long been restless. 
Nearly every decade since Louis XIV's 
death had witnessed a revolutionary crisis. 
But the repeated crises that had flared up 
to the danger point had in the end died 
down without producing catastrophe. One 
reason for the ineffectiveness of these out- 
bursts was that they had had no enterpris- 
ing leadership. The American Revolution 
now helped to supply that deficiency. An 
actual, though far from exhaustive, count 
has been made of Frenchmen who took a 
leading part in both the American and the 
French Revolution. There were thirty-eight 
of them, including Lafayette, the Larneth 
brothers, the Rochambeaus (father and 
son), Duportail, Estaing, Dumas, Segur, 
Jourdan, Gouvion, Noailles, Custine, Beau- 
hamais, Montmorency-Laval to mention 
only those who were conspicuously friendly 
to the French Revolution in its initial 
stages. Of these, as we have noted, several 
admitted that they owed much of their 
interest in revolutionary ideas to America. 
How far the American Revolution was a 
factor in training men, like Brissot, Con- 
dorcet, Dupont, Marat and Robespierre, 
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who were not soldiers, for their roles in 
the French Revolution can be only a mat- 
ter of conjecture. It would be rash to be- 
lieve that such men, but for the American 
development, would not have become revo- 
lutionary leaders. Yet they followed Ameri- 
can affairs and watched the republican ex- 
periment with keen interest, as their writ- 
ings and speeches make abundantly clear. 

Thus the American Revolution helped 
to provide leaders for the French Revolu- 
tion and made it possible for unrest to re- 
sult in more effective demands for reform. 
It did more than that, however. It also 
furnished a model, a program, and a politi- 
cal philosophy for those leaders. As we 
have already seen, the French philosophers 
no longer had to talk about abstractions like 
natural law, natural institutions and natu- 
ral morality derived from a hypothetical 
Common Sense or Reason. They no longer 
had to seek in the wilds of America or 
Asia for the theoretical Child of Nature. 
In live Americans like Benjamin Franklin 
they now found an impressive exemplar of 
a people who had actually achieved a life 
and a society that a philosopher might 
embrace. Across the Atlantic, as anyone 
who was not willfully blind could see, 
vigorous states prospered with governments 
based upon the Rights of Man. 

To be sure, the yhilos&phes deceived 
themselves somewhat. Franklin fell a little 
short of being a paragon, and the United 
States of being ArcaoUa. Yet it was more 
convincing to cite concrete cases than to 
point to sublimated primitives or to hypo- 
thetical societies. The American Arcadia, 
if not examined too critically, fully justified 
the speculations of the philosopher, Why 
could not Arcadia be located also in 
France? 

With such queries political propaganda 
in France took on a more specific, prag- 
matic and effective form. The illiterate on 
the caf i terrace of the smallest village could 
grasp what the new generation of philoso- 
yhes was saying as readily as the learned 
in the salons of the capital. Lafayette was 
not alone in noting that liberal ideas spread 



rapidly throughout France after the Ameri- 
can Revolution. Talleyrand remarked that 
subsequent to the victory over England 
America became "the sole topic of conversa- 
tion" among the aristocracy; and the Eng- 
lish agriculturalist Arthur Young observed 
in his travels in France in 1787 "a strong 
leaven of liberty, increasing every hour 
since the American revolution." 

No man's testimony in this regard can 
be more convincing than Thomas Jeffer- 
son's. As American minister to France, he 
was sympathetic with the reform party, 
particularly with Lafayette, who had no 
secrets from him, and he knew more about 
the American Revolution than any other 
man in France. When the French Revolu- 
tion was unmistakably on its way, he wrote 
the well-known English liberal Dr. Richard 
Price his interpretation of how it had come 
about: "Though celebrated writers of this 
and other countries had already sketched 
good principles on the subject of govern- 
ment, yet the American war seems first to 
have awakened the thinking part of this 
nation in general from the sleep of despot- 
ism in which they were sunk. The officers 
too who had been to America were mostly 
young men, less shackled by habit and 
prejudice, and more ready to assent to the 
dictates of common sense and common 
right. They came back impressed with 
these. The press, notwithstanding its 
shackles, began to disseminate them; con- 
versation, too, assumed new freedom; poli- 
tics became the theme of all societies, male 
and female, and a very extensive and 
zealous party was formed, which may be 
called the Patriotic party, who, sensible of 
the abusive government under which they 
lived, longed for occasions of reforming it." 

Yet, if my theory of the causes of revo- 
lution is right, provocations, crystallized 
public opinion, popular leaders, and a pro- 
gram of reform, even when they occur to- 
gether, do not make a revolution unless 
the conservative forces are too weak to re- 
sist change effectively. Here, too, the 
American contribution was significant The 
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royal debt, by weakening the French treas- 
ury, made revision of the fiscal system in- 
escapable. Furthermore, although there was 
still very little republicanism in France 
after the American Revolution, many more 
among the influential circles than before 
favored thoroughgoing reform of the mon- 
archy. Important, too, in creating weakness 
of the conservative forces was the fact that 
aristocratic officers who had returned from 
the war in America could no longer be 
counted upon to obey if ordered to shoot 
down opponents of the government. An 
"American faction" also grew up in the 
parlements, and a "liberal aristocracy" at 
court, with Lafayette foremost among 
them. The same conditions that provided 
leaders for the revolutionaries created dis- 
affection among the conservatives at the 
very time when the conservatives should 
have presented a united front if the Old 
Regime were to be preserved. 

It goes without saying that the conditions 
which together made reformers willing to 
risk revolution and conservatives unable to 
resist it a combination which makes revo- 
lution inevitable naturally did not come 
exclusively from the American shore. The 
American Revolution had less effect on the 
French peasants, who formed about three- 
fourths of France's population, or on the 
city workers, or on the lower clergy than 
on the upper classes, except as its influence 
seeped down from the aristocracy and the 
middle class or as it was reflected in gen- 
eral agitation, fiscal difficulties and the ris- 
ing cost of living. But upon the aristocracy 
and the middle class that influence was 
great And the French Revolution at the 
outset was a movement of the aristocracy 
and the middle class. 

On the eve of the French upheaval, 
Baron Friedrich Melchior de Grimm, 
though himself a friend of the fhilosophes, 



intimated that Frenchmen might well re- 
gret America if they stopped to think. "Her 
liberty has cost France nearly two billions," 
he wrote. ". . . That costly glory will serve 
only to hasten a revolution the outbreak 
of which all the nations of Southern Eu- 
rope would seem well advised at least to 
put off, if the force of circumstances should 
make it inevitable." Louis XVI himself 
recognized that the American Revolution 
was the source of his troubles. The French 
Revolution had just begun when Sultan 
Tippoo of Mysore asked for French aid in 
driving the English out of India. Louis 
XVI, hesitating to comply, commented 
dryly: "This occasion greatly resembles the 
American affair, of which I never think 
without regret. On that occasion they took 
advantage somewhat of my youth, and to- 
day we are paying the penalty for it. The 
lesson is too vivid to be forgotten." 

It is now about half a century since 
Lord Acton gave his deservedly famous 
lectures on the French Revolution at Cam- 
bridge University. I can find no better 
words to end my argument than those he 
used to begin his lecture on 'The Influ- 
ence of America": 

The several structures of political thought 
that arose in France, and clashed in the proc- 
ess of revolution, were not directly responsi- 
ble for the outbreak. The doctrines hung like 
a cloud upon the heights, and at critical mo- 
ments in the reign of Louis XV men felt that 
a catastrophe was impending. It befell when 
there was less provocation, under his succes- 
sor; and the spark that changed thought into 
action was supplied by the Declaration of 
American Independence. It was the system of 
an international extra-territorial universal 
Whig, far transcending the English model by 
its simplicity and rigour. It surpassed in force 
all the speculation of Paris and Geneva, for 
it had undergone the test of experiment and 
its triumph was the most memorable thing 
that had been seen by men. 
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A HIGHLY respected professor of the 
University of Heidelberg, Mr. Jel- 
linek, has created some interest in Ger- 
many by recently publishing a work on 
the Declaration of Rights which introduces 
our constitution of 1791. . . . [Mr. Jel- 
linek's thesis] may be summarized as fol- 
lows: The Declaration of Rights did not, 
as had been widely held, stem from the 
Social Contract but is its very antithesis. 
As can be demonstrated by the most cur- 
sory textual comparison, the origins and 
models of the Declaration may be found in 
the Bills of Rights at the head of the con- 
stitutions of the American states which 
went into effect between 1776 and 1789. 
Religious freedom is the oldest element 
among these declarations. The Anglo- 
Saxon colonies of the New World pio- 
neered in recognizing and subscribing to 
it. ... Hence there gradually emerged 
the concept of recognizing and adopting 
other liberties in a similar way. This ex- 
plains why the earliest documents purport- 
ing to present a list of the rights of man 
and the citizen originated in America. All 



of the declarations of rights thus have their 
source in evangelical liberty, and the most 
famous of all of them that of 1789 is 
tied to the Reformation of the sixteenth 
century by definite and authenticated links, 
however difficult they may be to trace. 

I will not stoop to consider whether Mr. 
Jellinek unconsciously gave way to a very 
natural inclination in folding a Germanic 
source for the most striking demonstration 
of the Latin spirit at the end of the eight- 
eenth century. . . . The only validity 
which I can see in his conclusion is that 
the example of America and its Declaration 
of Independence Crather than the little- 
known constitutions of its states) may have 
contributed to the idea of combining under 
a single heading the rights of man and of 
the citizen as a preamble to the Constitu- 
tion. . . . None of Mr. Jellinek's other as- 
sertions can, in my view, be reconciled with 
the kind of balanced view of the facts and 
documents in which I could wholly con- 
cur: all of them seem equally dubious to 
me. . . . 

Mr. Jellinek, convinced of the influence 
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of the United States of America, was 
thereby bound to discount Rousseau's im- 
pact. He dismisses quite judiciously, as I 
have done, the hypothesis that our consti- 
tutionalists might have modeled themselves 
either on the Declaration of Independence 
of 1776 or on the amendments to the Con- 
stitution. Yet with a conviction seemingly 
backed by documentary evidence, he cites 
the Bills of Rights of the individual states 
promulgated between 1776 and 1789 as 
the main source upon which the authors 
of our Declaration drew. This deserves ex- 
amination and gives rise to some reflection. 
Before seeking direct textual proof of the 
resemblances between the Declaration of 
Rights and the constitutions of individual 
American states, Mr. Jellinek refers to some 
circumstantial evidence. Let me show by 
example what he has in mind. In the 
course of the debates which began on July 
1 1, 1789, Lafayette was the first orator who 
spoke of the necessity for a declaration and 
sought to provide a model. Under these 
circumstances one could expect him to 
make a clear-cut allusion to the American 
Bill of Rights, which he would certainly 
have been able to recall. Yet no such al- 
lusion was made; hence Mr. Jellinek is 
obliged to look for his evidence in a much 
later document, the Memoirs of Lafayette 
in which the Bills of Rights are mentioned 
as furnishing a basis for his argument. In 
point of fact, while it is highly significant 
that Lafayette should have ignored the 
American Bills of Rights in introducing 
his declaration, it Is not at all remarkable 
that years later he should have related and 
even ascribed this declaration to the prece- 
dent of the Virginia constitution. Such an 
association of ideas was clearly hindsight 
and retained because it made sense and 
served to lend unity to Lafayette's ca- 



reer. 



The circumstantial evidence has neither 
convinced nor even disturbed us. Is the 
direct evidence more persuasive? Mr. Jel- 
linek in his Chapter V simply provides the 
text of the French and American docu- 
ments without comment, counting on the 



common sense and good faith of the reader 
to perceive the close resemblance and 
hence the relationship between the two 
documents. 

Before undertaking this sort of confron- 
tation, several remarks are called for. First 
of all, rather than a single American text, 
there are seven or eight. From among these 
documents, Mr. Jellinek has naturally sin- 
gled out those articles which show the 
closest relationship to the French Declara- 
tion, while equally naturally neglecting 
those which do not fit. . .' . The pro- 
cedure used by Mr. Jellinek is therefore 
somewhat suspect, as it gives rise to serious 
error: quite possibly he might convey the 
impression that half of the French articles 
are borrowed from American texts, whereas 
a more accurate comparison of each of the 
constitutions in their entirety might, for 
instance, reduce the percentage of analogies 
to five or ten per cent. 

I submit a second observation to the good 
sense and fair-mindedness of the reader. 
Mr. Jellinek is not unaware that among the 
sources for the American Declarations is 
English Common Law, to which should be 
added Magna Carta, the Petition of Rights, 
the Act of Settlement. Since the Common 
Law is for the most part unwritten, this 
cannot be cited. Yet he footnotes several 
references to Magna Carta and succeed- 
ing documents, citing the case of every 
man's right to be judged by his peers and 
the principle that no man may be taxed 
without his own consent or that of his 
representatives. I find it difficult to believe 
that these and other principles, recognized 
and practiced for centuries in England, 
should have had to cross the breadth of 
the Atlantic before coming back to us. It 
is more likely that they may have made a 
direct Channel crossing to exert some in- 
fluence either on the Declaration of Rights 
as such or on the common fund of eight- 
eenth century ideas from which this decla- 
ration drew. This would mean discounting 
the impact of the American Bills of Rights 
on our Constitution of 1789. 

Another objection which Mr. Jellinek 



68 



EMILE BOUTMY 



can scarcely avoid is the reminder that a 
common ideology of the eighteenth cen- 
tury based on Locke, Montesquieu, Vol- 
taire, Rousseau, prevailed throughout the 
civilized world, including the American 
colonies. The speculative concepts of the 
Declaration of Rights drew upon this ide- 
ological reservoir. Rousseau's ideas, if not 
his books, had made their impact on men's 
minds, however forgotten their originator 
and however anonymous the garb which 
they assumed. Besides, one of the charac- 
teristics of the period was the use of ab- 
stract maxims as the fountainhead from 
which everything else flowed. These 
maxims were in a sense the uniform worn 
by the eighteenth century. The rule, or at 
least the fashion, of the times called for a 
mode of thought and expression couched 
in general terms. 

Toward 1760 France, Holland, England 
and the United States shared this manner 
of reasoning and a particular way of argu- 
ing which was not peculiar to any one of 
them. These countries elaborated upon 
ideas drawn from this common treasury at 
their leisure and according to their particu- 
lar genius. Thus the similarities that may 
be observed between certain American dec- 
larations and the French Declaration 
should not lead us to infer direct influence, 
but rather the influence of a common 
model. . . . No borrowing of one docu- 
ment from the other may be detected. 

An absolute distinction must, however, 
be drawn between the American Bills of 
Rights and our Declaration in another re- 
spect, namely their difference in aim, in 
the ultimate objective of their being drawn 
up and promulgated. All of the American 
Declarations were worded in such a way 
that they could be invoked before ... the 
Supreme Court of their state, and they 
therefore listed juridical arguments of rele- 
vance to judicial proceedings: the Ameri- 
can Declarations' context reflects this pre- 
occupation. For the French, the Declara- 
tion was a piece of oratory whose articles 
had no teeth, no more force than the ma- 
jestic sway which truth held over all men. 



No court could accept any of its articles as 
source of precedent for a judgment. The 
French wrote to enlighten the world, while 
the American constitutionalists composed 
the articles of their Declaration for the ad- 
vantage and convenience of their fellow 
citizens; hence a notable difference in tone 
and intention as between the two types 
of documents. . . . The French Declara- 
tion of Rights is written in the spare and 
daring style of a philosophe concerned only 
with expressing a universal truth. The 
American Declarations of Rights, on the 
other hand, reflect the somewhat meticu- 
lous and dense language of the legal expert 
anxious to include any means that might 
help a litigant. . . . The one document is 
all nobility of structure, grandeur of form, 
while the other deals in terms of a pro- 
priety, accuracy and comprehensiveness 
which will enhance the practical ends for 
which the document may serve. No two 
documents in this world are more dissimi- 
lar. 

... I shall deal one by one with the 
articles of the French Declaration and com- 
pare them to the relevant sections of the 
American Declarations. It will be surpris- 
ing, I believe, to show what such a care- 
ful examination demonstrates. 

Article 1: 

Men are born, and always continue free and 
equal with respect to their rights. Civil dis- 
tinctions, therefore, can be founded only on 
public utility. 

In this first article a contrast stands out: 
Frenchmen are born and remain free and 
equal in rights, with equality put on the 
same level as liberty. Furthermore, rather 
than any equality of status, that is, of in- 
telligence and wealth which would run 
counter to common sense, only equality 
before the law is proclaimed. What does 
the American Declaration claim? That men 
are "by nature equally free and independ- 
ent." Equality is confined to an adverb, in 
a way hiding behind the two adjectives 
which express the basic idea. While 
America is not indifferent to equality, the 
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latter is such a routine by-product of the 
basic conditions of American society that 
it was not worth making a separate' point 
of it. ... 

Article 2 mentions the preservation of 
the inalienable rights of man as the final 
aim of political association: namely, liberty, 
property, security and resistance to oppres- 
sion. All these rights are also cited in the 
American Declarations even though never 
in this all-inclusive form, yet the tone is 
very different from the French Declaration. 
The style of the French document terse, 
clear, dry, imperious contrasts with the 
style of the American documents, the invo- 
lutions of which betray the hand of the 
lawyer. . . . 

The third article shows us clearly the 
contrast between philosophe and legal ex- 
pert In the American text the word 
"power" which expresses something con- 
crete and tangible takes the place of "sov- 
reignty," a term which is essentially meta- 
physical. The phrase, "habitually belongs 
to the nation/' is part o everyday language, 
while by contrast "is vested in the people" 
leads us into the midst of legal terminology. 
As to the second part of the phrase in the 
French Declaration, "Nor can any individ- 
ual, or any body of men, be entitled to any 
authority which is not expressly derived 
from it," it has no American equivalent for 
reasons that are obvious. A nation which 
still retained or had just abolished estates 
such as the nobility and the clergy, cor- 
porate bodies such as the sovereign courts, 
was naturally anxious to block their return 
to power. Nothing analogous prevailed in 
the United States and hence the Americans 
could dispense with the anxiety and the 
precaution. . . . 

Article 6 is conceived as follows: 

Law is the expression of the general will. All 
citizens have the right to participate directly 
or through their representatives in its formu- 
lation. It should be the same for all, whether 
it protects or punishes, and all citizens being 
equal in its sight, are equally eligible to afl 
honors, places, and employments according to 
their different abilities, without any other dis- 



tinction than that created by their virtues and 
talents. 

This passage contains four ideas only one 
of which appears in the American texts, 
namely the concept which in all Anglo- 
Saxon lands has been the basis of a repre- 
sentative government. The documents cited 
by Mr. Jellinek repeat one after the other 
that laws are only valid insofar as they 
have been drawn up by the citizens or their 
representatives. One of them, moreover, 
adds in imitation of the Bill of Rights that 
elections must be free. Another one men- 
tions the qualifications needed for the 
franchise. Nowhere do the three remain- 
ing ideas appear among these supposed 
models of the French Declaration: the idea 
that law must be the expression of the 
general will, that it must be equal for 
everyone, that all citizens are eligible for 
all offices. . . . 

I have no intention to continue this com- 
parative analysis, which is tedious since it 
can only reinforce a conclusion already 
reached. Having said enough to indicate 
clearly the features which distinguish the 
two declarations and which remove any 
suspicions that they might indeed be re- 
lated, I shall confine myself to listing for 
the remaining articles those parts of the 
French Declaration which do not have any 
counterparts in the American documents. 

In Article 9 the French lawmaker de- 
clares that anyone exercising public power 
who used unjustifiable harshness in carry- 
ing out the arrest of a person must be pun- 
ished. Nothing similar can be found in the 
American Declarations. 

In Article 10 one may observe com- 
pletely contrasting views on religion: 

It is the right as well as the duty of all men 
in society, publicly, and at stated seasons, to 
worship the Supreme Being, the great Cre- 
ator and Preserver of the universe. And no 
subject shall be hurt, molested or restrained, 
in his person, liberty, or estate, for worship- 
ping God in the manner and season most 
agreeable to the dictates of his own con- 
science; or for his religious profession of senti- 
ments; provided he doth not disturb the pub- 
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lie peace or obstruct others in their religious 
worship. . . . 

The French text is peculiarly brief: it 
maintains freedom of opinions and in ad- 
dition freedom "even of religious opinions." 
Elaboration and long-windedness, on the 
other hand, characterize the American 
documents: 

Every man is guaranteed the natural and in- 
alienable right to worship God according to 
the command of his conscience and his rea- 
son. No one may be attacked, injured, mo- 
lested or impeded in his person, liberty or 
property for having worshipped God in the 
manner and at the time which are in harmony 
with the commands of his own conscience, or 
declared faith, sentiments or convictions, pro- 
vided he does not disturb public peace or in- 
jure other citizens in the exercise of their 
religion. 

In this instance . . . one has the feeling 
that Americans are incapable of a philoso- 
phy which goes beyond religious apologia; 
they are intent on establishing the validity 
of Christianity in the manner of Channing 
as a sort of natural religion. French phi- 
losophy of the period claimed to transcend 
all kinds of religious belief. . . . 

In Article 12 there is a complete diver- 
gence. While the American Declaration 
repeats the banal truth borrowed from the 
Declaration of Independence that all gov- 
ernments are instituted for the common 
welfare and the protection of their citizens, 
the French legislator deals with the make- 
up of armed forces army constabulary, 
police institutions which are essential to 
the guarantee of rights to the citizen and 
which are never to be employed for private 
ends by those holding authority. 

Articles 13 and 14 spell out with great 
precision everything concerning taxes. 
They mention, for example, the fact that 
taxes should be proportionate to the tax- 
payer's ability to pay, that all citizens, per- 
sonally or by delegation, should ascertain 
the need for taxes, consent to them freely, 
verify their expenditure and determine 
their allocation, basis, collection and dura- 
tion. 



Almost none of these essential specific 
points are mentioned in the American text 
which is confined to listing that each citi- 
zen owed his share of the taxes and that 
no subsidy be established and levied on 
the taxpayer without the consent of the 
people or its representatives. Those are 
the very terms of the Petition of Rights 
to which, in the course of a century, noth- 
ing had been added. What a contrast to 
the French Declaration which ignores 
none of the conditions which make for a 
healthy political economy in the area of 
taxation. 

The first of the last three articles is 
about the only one which bears out Mr. 
Jellinek's observations. In dealing with the 
responsibilities of officials, both documents 
are identical in content and form. Article 
17 where expropriation for reasons of pub- 
lic welfare is mentioned also conforms ex- 
actly to the American article, yet in this 
instance we are a long way from the great 
maxims to which the Declaration of Rights 
has accustomed us. Only the sixteenth 
article has some significance and some bear- 
ing. In this article, coming at the very 
end of the Declaration at a time when 
evidently there was not much more to be 
said, one finds that most important axiom 
of political science, the separation of 
powers. Never has a document been clearer 
in demonstrating that the French had little 
interest in advocating, still less in practic- 
ing, Montesquieu's maxim. In contrast this 
maxim did leave a deep imprint on men's 
minds in America and it is not astonishing 
to note that the constitutions of the indi- 
vidual states should have made a point of 
spelling out with clarity and complacency 
what, a few years later, was to become the 
foundation of the Federal Constitution. 
Here is another last and striking example 
of the almost constant contradiction be- 
tween the French and the American docu- 
ments. . . . 

It remains for us to disentangle the 
origins ... of political and civil liberties. 
These liberties fall into two categories: 
there are those which result from any civi- 
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lized state, from the legal suppression of 
artificial and traditional inequalities 
equality before the law and the courts, 
equality of taxation, equal eligibility to of- 
fices and finally, the right which guaran- 
tees all others, equality at the ballot box. 
It may be said that these are not really 
liberties, yet no one will call a people free 
who is deprived of them. In fact, the 
colonists possessed the first three freedoms, 
equality before the law, of taxation and 
equal eligibility to office. Such freedoms 
went into effect when Americans had set 
up an organized society, hence there was 
no need for a precedent-shattering law to 
lend them authority and prestige. This 
type of freedom had originated "in the 
nature of things" and in the circumstances 
of the first social contract. The last free- 
dom, that of suffrage, was for understand- 
able reasons somewhat delayed compared 
to the others. All of the liberties, however, 
encountered exceptionally favorable cir- 
cumstances. Imagine a group of immi- 
grants arriving in Massachusetts in the 
north of what is today the United States. 
These men, who knew each other, shared 
the same religion, faced a common inescap- 
able problem, namely that of providing a 
civil and political organization for them- 
selves. While they brought their allegiance 
to the English king, this king had only a 
nominal authority, and hence they could 
only find the effective authority which 
they required in the community itself 
meeting as a group. The majority within 
this meeting would decide what rules had 
to be made, creating judicial offices and 
appointing the magistrates. As governor, 
treasurer, judges, administrative officers 
were needed, all or most of these offices 
were named by town meeting which would 
also formulate and promulgate laws as 
they became necessary. . . . 

Democracy in its most extreme form was 
indispensable to these people. They were 
not burdened by any of the traditional 
privileges which prevailed in their home 
countries. They were "reborn," as their 
Bible claimed, once they had reached this 



land which was almost deserted and had no 
history; hence the society which they or- 
ganized had nothing in common with that 
of old Europe. 

Granted that the case of New England 
is extreme. Let us therefore turn to the 
immigrants of other colonies t particularly 
Virginia where a part of the English gen- 
try had settled. On its great plantations 
(the equivalent of the British latifundia) 
among its Negroes and poor whites, this 
gentry pursued the life of rather coarse 
and uneducated squires. Apparently ele- 
ments of a new nobility, a nobility of privi- 
lege could be found there. Yet on whom 
could these planters have leaned for sup- 
port, to what authority could they have 
appealed to confirm their privileges in the 
face of the expanding population which 
surrounded them? In Europe the noble 
owed his exceptional situation, ratified by 
law, to one of two ancient facts: conquest 
and the hierarchical organization of landed 
property. In America conquest, to the ex- 
tent that there ever was such a parallel, 
was over once the mass of colonists had 
prevailed over the scattered Indian tribal 
groups. ... On an almost virgin conti- 
nent, a thousand miles wide, land could 
not become a monopoly and the power 
basis on which privilege could be founded. 
In Europe the nobility, entrenched in its 
hereditary privileges by a sympathetic roy- 
alty, proved at all times the great obstacle 
to the establishment of the egalitarian lib- 
erties which have been mentioned. In 
America, however, there were no heredi- 
tary immunities nor a monarchy capable 
of guaranteeing them. . . . 

In summary, liberties were born natu- 
rally on American soil. These liberties only 
required religious freedom as their proto- 
type. Each freedom enjoyed as much pres- 
tige as any other. These liberties evolved 
to the point where they could be gathered 
in Bills of Rights which Americans, 
prompted by the very spirit of the eight- 
eenth century, were to use as preambles to 
their constitutions. 

A second type of liberty remains to be 
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considered: the right of assembly and of 
association, freedom of the press, judicial 
liberties and finally, religious freedom. The 
hallmark of these liberties is that they may 
be granted without prejudice to any class 
of citizens in preference to any other. They 
concern the state alone, threaten only the 
state, and imply a partial surrender of 
state power. . . . Hence they largely de- 
pend on the particular nature of the state. 
Wherever the notion of the state has a 
purely historical or even mystical basis 
which is indefensible in the face of criti- 
cism . . . the government will be reluc- 
tant to grant extensive rights. . . . Where, 
on the contrary, historical or mystical ele- 
ments have been jettisoned in favor of 
purely rational elements, such as in the 
case of a republic, fewer obstacles to the 
discussion of the fundamental principles 
of government will be encountered. A re- 
publican constitution relying on reason as 
its creative and organizing essence . . . 
can afford to grant such powerful means of 
action which had helped to create the re- 
public. Yet freedom of assembly, of associ- 



ation and of the press are a dangerous 
threat to authority which has an indefinite 
term of office. By contrast these liberties 
are essential where authority is limited by 
a definite term. The victorious party is 
careful not to tamper with the perquisites 
which made its victory possible, while the 
ousted party sees in it its chances for the 
next election. America offers a striking ex- 
ample of this law. . . . 

How far we have come from the Refor- 
mation, or from the liberty of conscience 
which furnished a model and framework 
for other freedoms! Of these liberties, some 
were but the necessary consequence of a 
specific social organization which was natu- 
rally exempt from all privilege, indeed 
from all inequality; others owed their ex- 
istence to the very nature of a republican 
state. . . . [As to the French Declaration] 
I believe that the whole eighteenth cen- 
tury, destructive of all tradition and creat- 
ing natural right, must be credited with 
the sensible and vigorous conclusions of 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
of the Citizen. . . . 
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HISTORY, said Napoleon, is a inyth 
that men agree to believe. I would 
rather say that it is this so long as it is 
something which it is important to them to 
believe or not. While the past lives it re- 
mains a myth, and naturally like all things 
living, it changes. The history of the 
French Revolution, whether garbed in the 
apocalyptic vision of a Carlyle or the pro- 
found scholarship of a Lefebvre, has con- 
tinued to live and to change because it 
has continued to be bound up with the 
beliefs and aspirations of mankind. 

I am tempted to suggest that in another 
sense also the French Revolution might be 
called a myth. At first, I must confess, I 
thought of entitling this lecture, 'Was 
there a French Revolution?" However, it 
seemed that to inaugurate this chair by 
eliminating the Revolution would be 
rather awkward; and it would certainly 
have been tactless to invite our French 
friends here and begin by abolishing their 
Revolution for them. I am therefore ask- 
ing a safer question: 'What was the 
French Revolution?" We used to think 
that it began in 1789. Now we know it 
began at least in 1787. It ended when? In 
1815? Thiers and Aulard conclude their 
histories of the Revolution in 1799, 
Mathiez and Thompson in 1794, Guerin 
begins the reaction in 1793, Salvemini 
ends his history in 1792, and for some it 
has never ended. To each terminal date 
corresponds a different interpretation. 
Worse still follows. The Revolution has 
ceased to be a revolution and become a 



series of revolutions the last Fronde of 
the nobles and the parlements: the revolu- 
tion of the tiers etat, the peasant rising, 
the republican insurrection, the revolt of 
the sans-culottes, the neuf thermidor and 
the various coups d'etat under the Direc- 
tory ending in that of 18 bmmaire. The 
French Revolution is in fact a name we 
give to a long series of events. What it 
means depends on the light in which we 
see the connection between these events. 
In this sense the French Revolution, if not 
a myth, is a theory, or rather a number of 
rival theories. . . . 

... In a single separate event what we 
call chance or accident may be admitted; 
a universal, world-shaking movement such 
as the French Revolution seems to force 
determinism upon us. Historians of the 
Revolution, particularly of recent times, 
have increasingly tended to show why all 
that happened had to happen. The his- 
torian may not be able to see the strings 
which move his figures. It may be more 
interesting for him to pretend to forget 
them and describe his puppet play as 
though the actors moved of their own vo- 
lition. But the really serious historian likes 
to think that this is make-believe, and 
prefers to concentrate on the mechanics of 
the process rather than on the mere 
twitches of arms and legs which stimulate 
free action. But why should he stop at 
this? If there is one level of truth in the 
description of the movements of the pup- 
pets, and another in tracing the strings, 
the real historical causation, it is sometimes 
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held, is to be found in the hidden forces 
that control them both. These are not to 
be seen but they may be deduced, as the 
Greeks detected the vagaries of the in- 
habitants of Olympus behind the chang- 
ing destinies of their clients and victims 
here below. Of course, the new Olympus 
is infinitely more respectable. The wanton 
favours and enmities of a pack of unin- 
hibited gods and goddesses no longer bring 
superhuman success or inhuman punish- 
ment. Great impersonal forces have taken 
their place, or rather a single great imper- 
sonal force, which is there operating un- 
seen all the time, though only when there 
is a great revolution in human destinies, 
we are told, do we become fully aware 
of its ceaseless inexorable working, before 
which one social order passes away and 
in the predetermined pattern of history, 
another emerges. 

To pass from the general to the particu- 
lar, in the French Revolution, it is com- 
monly said, the feudal order passed away 
and the rule of the bourgeoisie took its 
place. This is, put simply, the myth which 
has dominated serious research on the his- 
tory of the French Revolution during the 
present century. It is often treated as an 
exemplification of a scientific law derived 
from the facts of history. If I am calling 
it a myth, this is in no derogatory sense 
but in a Platonic way of speaking, which 
may, of course, be worse. The fact that 
it has come to be taken for granted is my 
reason for re-examining it. Simplifying, but 
then this is essentially a conte de fees, the 
outline of the story is that there was once 
a social order called feudalism. This was 
a terrible ogre and lived in a castle; but 
for centuries a bourgeois Jack the Giant- 
killer climbed the beanstalk of economic 
progress, until finally in the French Revo- 
lution he liquidated the old order and put 
in its place something called alternatively 
bourgeois society or capitalism. The only 
divergence from the traditional story is 
that he did not live happily ever after. I 
think it would be fair to say that this is 
the generally accepted myth or theory of 



the French Revolution, and of course both 
the factors in it are themselves theories. I 
propose to discuss them in turn. 

The first is feudalism. This is a term that 
was invented to describe the social organi- 
zation that prevailed in the Middle Ages. 
By the time of the French Revolution, as 
a system of government based on the 
ownership of land it had long come to an 
end in France. Not only had the feudal 
aristocracy ceased to govern the country, 
it had even ceased to own a large part of 
the land. A rough estimate is that one- 
third of the land had passed into the pos- 
session of the peasantry, and a fair pro- 
portion of the remainder was forest or 
waste. The so-called feudalism of the eight- 
eenth century consisted in the survival of 
antiquated dues and services owed to the 
descendants of the former feudal seigneurs, 
or to those who had purchased their seig- 
neuries. A considerable body of feudistes 
lived out of the continual law-suits that 
these claims, registered in terriers, in- 
volved. In the years before 1789 an attempt 
was made by the possessors of feudal rights 
and possibly in particular by their new 
possessors, though this is a matter that re- 
quires investigation to revive old ones 
that had long fallen into disuse and to en- 
force surviving ones more rigorously. In 
spite of this, they remained a peculiarly 
functionless survival, the relics of an atro- 
phied organ, which only a very adventur- 
ous social biologist could use to justify a 
classification with some fossil feudal order 
of the past. In the words of a legal his- 
torian, the fief, in the eighteenth century, 
was une forme bizarre de propriete fonci&re. 
The jurists of the time admitted that the 
"seigneur uttle" that is to say the tenancier, 
was the real proprietor, though his property 
involved certain obligations, which they 
described in legal terminology as a "servi- 
tude au profit du seigneur fonder" 

How little the so-called feudal dues de- 
served their tide was to be proved in the 
course of the attempt to apply the decrees 
of 4-11 August 1789, by which the Con- 
stituent Assembly proposed to abolish those 
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dues that were feudal in origin, while at 
the same time maintaining those payments 
of services which were of the nature of 
economic rent. It proved impossible to 
make the distinction in practice and after 
years of legal struggle the attempt was 
abandoned and all dues which qualified 
ownership disappeared. This was just what 
the Constituent Assembly had feared and 
tried to avoid, for to suggest that the mem- 
bers of the Assembly wanted to abolish 
dues which many of them had acquired 
themselves would be a mistake. On the 
contrary, their disappearance was an un- 
looked-for and unwanted by-product of 
the Revolution. The night of the Fourth 
of August was not quite the spontaneous 
and generous gesture it has been made to 
seem. The men of property who sat in 
the Constituent Assembly, as Professor 
Lefebvre has pointed out, could not ap- 
prove of confiscatory methods of dealing 
with property, especially when some of it 
was their own. The countryside took mat- 
ters into its own hands when it broke out 
in the last jacquerie, under the stimulus 
of economic distress, the excitement of the 
drawing up of the cahiers and the election 
of the tiers etat, and the general break- 
down of authority resulting from the re- 
volte nobiliaire. The unrest in the spring 
and summer of 1789 was so widespread 
that a major military operation would have 
been necessary to suppress it. The night of 
the Fourth of August was an attempt by 
throwing overboard some of the dues to 
salvage the rest. In the age of Reason, 
feudal went with such terms of abuse as 
Gothic and medieval. If the property rights 
that were sacrificed were called feudal, this 
was at least in part to prevent the episode 
from becoming a precedent in respect of 
other property rights. It was necessary to 
give the dog a bad name in order to justify 
his having been hanged. But the peasantry 
did not draw such subtle legal distinctions. 
They simply ceased to pay their dues, what- 
ever their nature, and no subsequent gov- 
ernment had the strength to make them re- 
sume payment. In the words of Lefebvre, 



''they liberated themselves, and the suc- 
cessive .Assemblies only sanctioned what 
they had accomplished." If the system of 
seigneurial rights can be identified with 
the medieval social order called feudal; and 
if the reluctant acceptance of a fait ac- 
compli by the Constituent Assembly can 
be called abolishing feudalism, then, I sup- 
pose, the first part of the prevailing myth 
of the Revolution can hold good. The 
qualifications seem to me so extensive as 
to make the statement practically meaning- 
less. 

What of the other factor in the theory, 
the revolt of the bourgeoisie? It is unneces- 
sary nowadays to labour the point that the 
Revolution began as an aristocratic rising; 
the Counterrevolution, as it subsequently 
became, in fact preceded the Revolution 
by at least two years. It has been described 
as the last Fronde and it marked the ulti- 
mate failure of Louis XIV's effort to place 
the monarchy so far above the privileged 
classes that they could never again chal- 
lenge its authority as they had done dur- 
ing his minority. Of set purpose he had 
excluded the old noblesse from positions 
of authority in the state. Under the grand 
monarque the son of a linen-draper of 
Rouen, Colbert, could become the greatest 
man in the realm after the king, while 
only one man of noble birth was allowed 
in a ministerial office. Under his weaker 
successors the Court took its revenge and 
nobles infiltrated into the government of 
the state. They monopolized the higher 
ranks of the Church and the Army, filled 
the Conseil d!en haut and supplied occu- 
pants for nearly all the ministries except 
that of the Controller General. The calling 
of the Assembly of Notables was a tacit 
recognition that the King could not govern 
against the will of the privileged orders, 
but instead of gaming their support he 
found that by giving them an organ of 
self expression he had merely opened the 
flood-gates of aristocratic revolt. 

The last of the Frondes was in appear- 
ance a formidable movement. In reality it 
was an attempt by a class of parasites to 
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take over the body politic, which they 
possessed the power to destroy but not to 
recreate. It was a revolt of the drones, for 
though nobles might occupy places of in- 
fluence and power, the one thing the 
noblesse as a class did not do was work. 
There were, of course, exceptions, but, by 
and large, the noblesse de race had no field 
of active service to the state except the 
army, in which its numbers and courage 
did not make up for its indiscipline and 
inefficiency. French society had become 
etiolated, and if it could still produce fine 
flowers at the top, it was at the expense 
of the health of the whole plant. Nobles 
occupied positions of dignity and remu- 
neration, the Court noblesse relied for its 
finances increasingly on the profits of 
places and pensions, but nearly all the ef- 
fective business of the state was done by 
men a grade lower down. In the embassies 
one finds that charges or secretaries, emerg- 
ing from lower social strata, often per- 
formed most of the real work of diplomacy. 
In the generalites the duties of the in- 
tendants now almost invariably noble 
even if their nobility was sometimes of 
rather recent vintage were increasingly 
falling into the hands of the secretaire de 
I'intendance and the subdelegues, as was 
shown by the fact that intendants them- 
selves sometimes stayed away from their 
generalises for long periods. The ministries 
in Paris were dependent on the work of 
their permanent officials. The efficient of- 
ficers in the army were largely those whose 
social origins prevented them from rising to 
the higher ranks. The legal work of France 
was carried out not by some thousand 
proud farlementaires but by a host of 
minor judicial officers. From commerce the 
noblesse was generally excluded under 
penalty of derogeance; and though it was 
easy for wealthy roturiers to pass into the 
ranks of the noblesse, they could only do 
so by abandoning their effective functions 
and vivant noblement. Some nobles, or at 
least ennobles, might be found as excep- 
tions to these statements, but as a broad 



generalization it may be said that it was 
all those who did the real work of adminis- 
tering France who formed the tiers etat. 
These men were drawn from and consti- 
tuted an important, perhaps even the great- 
est, element in the bourgeoisie: and this 
brings me to the second of my problems, 
for bourgeois is a term used almost as 
loosely as feudalism. 

In Great Britain we commonly think of 
the rise of the bourgeoisie as the rise of 
that class which was primarily concerned 
with the control of trade, industry and 
finance, as composed therefore of mer- 
chants, bankers, industrialists and capital- 
ists, great and small. The accepted theory 
of the French Revolution is that it came 
when the new form of property which 
such men represented replaced the older 
form represented by the feudal landowners. 
Is this a correct analysis? I must begin by 
premising that if it was a revolt of the 
"monied men," to use Burke's term, it was 
certainly not provoked by economic griev- 
ances. The fine eighteenth-century quar- 
ters of French provincial towns are stand- 
ing evidence of the wealth of the men who 
built them, as well as of the standards of 
taste that dictated their elegance. How- 
ever, it is hardly necessary to discuss the 
reasons they might, or might not, have 
had for making a revolution until we are 
quite sure that they made it. Now, in fact, 
the men who made the Revolution of 1789 
were the members of the Constituent As- 
sembly; little of what had been achieved 
by 1791 was to be lost, and most of what 
was done subsequently was to be undone. 
The essential first question to ask, then, is 
who formed the tiers etat of 1789? 

Were they the representatives of a ris- 
ing industrial capitalist class? To imagine 
that this was even possible would be to 
antedate such industrial revolution as 
France was to experience by more than 
half a century. Some kind of clue to their 
importance in society will be provided if 
we ask how many manufacturers there 
were among those elected in 1789. Those 
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who actually sat in the Assembly, either 
as deputies or suppleants, in the tiers etat, 
numbered 648. Among these there were 
just eight who are described as manufac- 
turers or maitres de forges. Perhaps, how- 
ever, the bourgeois were the merchants? 
Some 76 of the tiers are described as 
marchands or negotiants. Only about 20 
of these came from places of any com- 
mercial importance; the remainder should 
perhaps be regarded primarily as local not- 
ables. Very few of them seem to have 
played any prominent part in the Revolu- 
tion. The world of finance produced one 
solitary banker, though one merchant also 
described himself as a banker. Together, 
merchants, manufacturers and financiers 
amount to 85, or 13 per cent of the whole 
number. 

If they were not merchants or manufac- 
turers, then, what were the tiers etat of 
1789? The category of those concerned 
with trade and industry is easy to identify. 
The social status or function of the others 
is apt to be more difficult to distinguish, 
sometimes for lack of sufficient indication 
"bourgeois vivant noblement" is fairly 
easy to place, as is even "dtoyen"; but what 
is die significance of "bourgeois pis dine"? 
Sometimes there appears also that great 
handicap which the modern historian suf- 
fers from as compared with the historian of 
medieval or ancient times, too much infor- 
mation. How is one to classify a member 
(of the Convention) described as 'land- 
owner, leather manufacturer, lawyer and 
professor of mathematics and physics?" My 
figures are, therefore, all approximate, but 
I do not think that a variation of a few 
either way would do much to alter the 
general picture that emerges of the kind of 
men who composed the tiers etat of 1789. 

It is usually said that the majority were 
lawyers. This is undoubtedly true, but it 
is not as illuminating a statement as might 
be supposed. True, we can make out an 
impressive list of well over 400 lawyers in 
the Constituent Assembly, but this descrip- 
tion tells us little about their actual social 



status or functions. It is as useful as would 
be a contemporary social classification 
based on the possession of a university 
degree. 

Fortunately we know something more 
about most of the members. Those who are 
described as lawyers (^avocats or notaires') 
without any further qualification number 
166, just about a quarter, and it might be 
held that this was quite enough for the 
health of the Assembly. The remainder of 
the huge legal contingent falls into a dif- 
ferent category. It includes members of the 
ministere 'public, notaries royal, local 
judges, municipal officers, and above all 
lieutenants generaux of bailliages and 
senechaussees. It may be observed in pas- 
sing that there was an extraordinary num- 
ber of officers of bailliage and senechaussee 
among those elected, which is perhaps not 
unconnected with the fact that these areas 
formed the constituencies. Add to these 
the various officials of the state services 
25 and the total of 278 is reached, that is 
some 43 per cent of the whole member- 
ship. 

To describe these men simply as lawyers 
is to ignore one of the essential features of 
the ancien regime. It would be almost as 
justifiable as a social analysis which classi- 
fied the Justices of the Peace in England 
primarily as lawyers, for as late as the 
eighteenth century administration and jus- 
tice were inextricably mixed up in most 
countries. The great majority of the so- 
called lawyers were in fact juridico-admin- 
istrative officers, holding charges in munici- 
pality or bailliage or one of the state serv- 
ices. These were nearly always venal posts, 
which went therefore to those with a suf- 
ficient competence to pay the purchase 
price, unless they were lucky enough to 
inherit them from a relation. Thus in 1789 
the office of notary would cost as much as 
300 or 400,000 livres in Paris; in the prov- 
inces it might be worth much less. 

An office or charge was an investment, 
a status and a job. Those who bought them 
were not spending their money for noth- 
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ing; they drew in return a commensurate 
income from fees. How much work they 
had to do for it must remain a matter of 
doubt: the number of officeholders is evi- 
dence of the financial needs of the Crown, 
rather than of the administrative needs of 
the country. One little "bourg of 3,000 in- 
habitants in the seventeenth century re- 
joiced in a bailli, a prevdt, a lieutenant, a 
procureur fiscal, six notaries, four sergents, 
twelve yrocureurs, and four greffiers. 
Doubtless they also served the surrounding 
countryside, but it seems a lot. It is dif- 
ficult not to suspect that, whatever their 
fees, they were overpaid for their services. 
They could reply, of course, that having 
bought their jobs they were entitled to a 
return on their investment. 

The presence of such a large proportion 
of venal officers in the Constituent As- 
sembly is at first sight difficult to reconcile 
with the holocaust of their offices effected 
by the Assembly itself, apparently with 
little protest. One can understand that they 
were ready to sacrifice the privileges of the 
noblesse and the clergy, but that an im- 
portant part of their own income should 
have gone the same way appears at first 
sight to indicate a spirit of self-sacrifice 
and idealism rarely to be predicated of the 
average political man. We need not, how- 
ever, in this case hypothesize any super- 
human virtue. The venal offices were abol- 
ished, it is true, but not without com- 
pensation. Admittedly, the compensation 
was in assignats: but no one as yet knew, 
or dreamed of, the depths to which the 
assignat was to fall. Those who clung to 
their paper money long enough doubtless 
lost it all, but it is permissible to suppose 
that many rapidly reinvested their com- 
pensation. It would be interesting to know 
to what extent the payment for the venal 
offices was used for the purchase of the 
nationalized lands of the Church. Cer- 
tainly the coincidence by which the venal 
officers, who formed such an important 
element in the Constituent Assembly, ob- 
tained a large supply of free capital, just 
at the time when an unprecedented op- 



portunity for its investment in land was 
opened to them, was a very happy 
one. 

It need not be assumed that there were 
no other motives, of a more disinterested 
nature, involved in the treatment of the 
venal offices. But though the demands of 
a more efficient administration called for 
their abolition, the venal officers had no 
occasion to feel that their posts were con- 
trary to social morality. They were all, in a 
sense, living on the state; but if they looked 
higher up the social scale they could see 
plenty who held places and pensions by 
favour of the Court, without having had 
to pay for them, or having to do any work 
in them at all. In their monopoly of the 
positions combining the maximum of re- 
muneration with the minimum of duties 
the privileged orders had something more 
valuable than a mere decorative social 
superiority and the bourgeois a substantial 
grievance. 

Thiers, who was close to the Revolution 
and knew many of its participants, held 
that if the Crown had established some 
equality in official appointments and given 
some guarantees, the major source of dis- 
content would have been eliminated. De 
Tocqueville, a little later, put forward a 
similar view of the revolution of 1848. 
"If many of the conservatives," he wrote, 
"only defended the Ministry with the aim 
of keeping their salaries and jobs, I must 
say that many of the opposition only ap- 
peared to me to be attacking it in order to 
get jobs for themselves. The truth, a de- 
plorable truth, is that the taste for official 
jobs and the desire to live on the taxes is 
not with us the peculiar malady of a par- 
ticular party, it is the great and permanent 
infirmity of the nation itself* "Cest le 
mal secret, qui a range* tous les anciens 
pouvoirs et qui rongera de m&me tous les 
nouveaux." 

De Tocqueville, I think, was mistaken 
only in supposing that this was peculiarly 
a cause of revolution in France. I suspect 
that it has a broader application to other 
revolutions. . . . 
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. . . One cannot but ask oneself what 
would have happened to the Revolution 
in France i in a similar way so many of 
those who were to be its leaders had in 
advance been absorbed into the ranks of 
power and prestige. Whatever else the 
tiers etat of 1789 wanted, they certainly 
wanted la carriere ouverte aux talents. 

Returning to the analysis of the revolu- 
tionary bourgeoisie, it may be said that the 
Revolution did not end with the Con- 
stituent Assembly, and that its subsequent 
developments brought, in the Convention, 
another set of men into power. An analysis 
of the membership of the Convention gives 
results which naturally vary from those for 
the Constituent Assembly. The financial, 
mercantile and manufacturing section is 
even smaller 83 out of 891, some 9 per 
cent. Lawyers are present in about the 
same proportion of one-fourth. Office hold- 
ers are down from 43 to 25 per cent, 
though as the venal offices were now a 
thing of the past, it is unlikely that this 
figure represents all those who had held 
such positions under the ancien regime. A 
tiny group of petits "bourgeois and ordinary 
soldiers appears, to offset which we have 
rather more nobles and colonial proprietors. 
There are more clergy, of course, now that 
they have no Order of their own. The most 
notable development is the appearance of 
a substantial group of what one might call 
professional men in addition to the law- 
yers: 32 professors or teachers, some of 
them also clerics; 58 doctors, surgeons or 
pharmacists; some lower officers of the 
army, the navy and merchant marine; a 
few writers and actors. Altogether this 
category has risen from about 5 per cent 
to 17 per cent. 

Like the Constituante, the Convention 
is still almost exclusively a bourgeois as- 
sembly, and in 1792, as in 1789, bourgeois 
has to be interpreted in the sense of a class 
of fonctionnaires and professional men. 
Admittedly, its actions were not the same 
as those of the Constituante. Under pres- 
sure from the popular movement in Paris, 
and amid the storm and stress of counter- 



revolution and war, policies were accepted 
by a purged Convention which, as is the 
way of revolutions, after the purgers had 
themselves been purged, it was to repudi- 
ate. These surface storms of the Revolution 
are not my subject. When they had died 
down, and under Napoleon it was possible 
to make some calculation as to who had 
emerged in triumph, it could be seen that 
the smaller fry had mostly continued to 
inhabit the shallows, while the officials and 
the professional men of the ancien regime, 
mixed with a fair number of former nobles 
and a few able men from the ranks, had 
emerged as the governing class of the new 
regime. 

Once again figures tell the story better 
than words. Of the members of the Con- 
stituent Assembly and the Convention, 111 
held high office, and 518 lower offices, un- 
der Napoleon, and of these over one-third 
had held office before 1789. Both Assem- 
blies contained many obscure men who sub- 
sequently sank back into the obscurity from 
which they had emerged. They contained 
more than a few who, republican by prin- 
ciple, refused to accept the Empire and the 
share in the fruits of office which they 
might otherwise have had. There were also 
the liquidations, the method by which rev- 
olutions solve the problem of too many 
people pursuing too few jobs. But in the 
end it may have been that a fair proportion 
of those who had given up their venal 
offices for compensation at the beginning 
of the Revolution obtained new ones that 
were free from the stigma of venality at 
the end. It may at least be suggested as an 
hypothesis worthy of investigation that the 
essence of government in France after the 
Revolution remained where it had been 
before, in the great and now renewed bu- 
reaucratic cadres. With Napoleon returned 
the Conseil d!tat, to resume the functions 
of the councils that had formerly sur- 
rounded the throne. Since then, assemblies 
and Emperors and Kings have come and 
gone, but the Conseil d'tat and the mcd- 
tres des requites have remained at the apex 
of the administrative pyramid and provided 
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the lasting structure of government behind 
a series of changing regimes. 

It may seem mat as a result of this inter- 
pretation the Revolution is reduced con- 
siderably in scope, that everything that 
survived after 1799 had already been 
gained by 1791. Essentially this is, I think, 
true, but how, then, account for eight 
years of disorder and continuing revolu- 
tion? One answer that is often given is to 
attribute it to the struggle against the 
Counter-revolution. I suspect that this is 
to give too much weight to a movement 
that was moribund from birth; but the 
myth of the Counter-revolution is not my 
subject here. The war was, I believe, a 
more important factor, but that also is 
another subject. 

The Revolution began from above, but 
it was continued by pressure from below. 
This did not come from the peasantry, who 
achieved their objective at an early stage 
and after that ceased to have any active in- 
terest in the Revolution beyond safeguard- 
ing their gains. But in the towns the poorer 
population suffered increasingly from in- 
flation and the shortage of supplies, and 
constituted, therefore, a source of potential 
unrest which could be exploited by the 
political factions. If it had been calculated 
which of course it was not for the per- 
petuation of a revolutionary situation, the 
system of inflation could not have been 
better chosen. But when it came to an end 
the difference between 1799 and 1791 was 
far less than that between 1791 and 1789. 

If I have put forward the view that the 
interpretation of the Revolution as the sub- 
stitution of a capitalist bourgeois order for 
feudalism is a myth, this is not to suggest 
that the Revolution itself is mythical and 
that nothing of significance happened in 
France at this time. The revolutionaries 
drew a line at the end of the anden re- 
gime, subtracted the negative factors from 
the past, and added up the sum of what 
was positive, to be carried forward on the 
next page. A class of officials and profes- 
sional men moved up from the minor to 
the major posts in government and dis- 
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possessed the minions of an effete Court: 
this was what the bourgeois revolution 
meant. The peasants relieved themselves 
of their seigneurial dues: this was the 
meaning of the abolition of feudalism. But 
even taken together these two develop- 
ments hardly constitute the abolition of one 
social order and the substitution of another 
for it, and if the accepted theory is not 
quite a myth, it seems singularly like one. 

Did the Revolution effect no more fun- 
damental change than this: 3 In French 
economy it might be considered that it held 
back rather than encouraged changes which 
were to come much later and are still very 
incomplete. Politically it replaced the di- 
vine right of the King by the divine right 
of the people. In theory this was to sub- 
stitute an absolute power for one limited 
by its nature, and to eliminate the rights 
of the people as against a government 
which was henceforth theoretically them- 
selves. The war dictatorship of the Com- 
mittee of Public Safety, and the Napo- 
leonic Empire, were the historical if not 
the logical sequel to the assertion of the 
sovereignty of the people. But this aspect 
of the Revolution has perhaps been unduly 
emphasized of late. Sovereignty remained 
sovereignty, whether exercised in the name 
of God or the people, even though the 
Revolution changed both the possessors and 
the nature of power in the state. 

I implied, earlier in this lecture, that the 
Revolution was not one but many. One of 
the greatest of its aspects I have so far 
neglected. Men have ideas, whatever those 
historians who have tried to decerebrate 
history may say, and these ideas are not to 
be treated merely as the expression of ma- 
terial interests. The explanation of the 
causation of the Revolution simply in terms 
of the ideas of the eighteenth century has 
long been discarded from serious history, 
but this is not to say that the revolution- 
aries were mere economic animals to be 
summed up in terms of the stud book and 
the bank balance, or reduced to a number 
of holes punched in an index card. The 
members of the French revolutionary as- 
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semblies had been bred on the ideas of the 
Enlightenment. Reforms such as the aboli- 
tion of torture in legal proceedings and 
many other legal changes, or the removal 
of the disabilities of Protestants and Jews, 
are not to be explained in terms of material 
interests. But here again, though the Rev- 
olution may have accelerated some of these 
reforms it perhaps put back others. Here 
also the historian has to admit not only 
that these reforms were the children of the 
ideas of the eighteenth century but that 
their implementation had already begun 
before 1789. The reign of Louis XVI was 
an age of reform, which the Revolution 
continued. The armies of the Revolution 
and Napoleon, it has been said, spread the 
humanitarian ideals of the eighteenth cen- 
tury to the rest of Europe, strange mission- 
aries though they were. There is some truth 
in this, though if we consider the develop- 
ment of subsequent history we may be 
tempted to think that the seeds of the En- 
lightenment, east of the Rhine and south 
of the Alps and the Pyrenees, fell on very 
stony ground. The main point I want to 
make, however, is that whether we analyse 
the Revolutionary age in terms of social 
forces or of ideas, it appears more and 
more clearly as the child of the eighteenth 
century and only to be understood in terms 
of the society out of which it emerged. To 
interpret the Revolution we must look back 
as well as forward, and forget if possible 
that 1789 has ever seemed a date from 
which to begin. 

But here I am myself falling into the 
error of speaking as though there were a 
single French Revolution, to be summed 
up in a single formula. This conception, 



whatever theory it is enshrined in, is the 
real fallacy behind all the myths of the 
French Revolution the idea that there 
was a French Revolution, which you can 
be for or against. If in some respects the 
revolutionaries gave expression to the ideas 
of the Enlightenment, in others they un- 
dermined their application; for they stood 
between the rational and the romantic 
ages, between the Enlightenment and the 
religious revival, between a great wave of 
humanitarian sentiment and the Terror, 
between the oecumenical ideal and the rise 
of nationalism, between the idealism of 
1789 and the cynicism of the Directory, 
between the proclamation of universal 
brotherhood and the wars of Napoleon. 
They reached the heights of heroism and 
descended to the depths of civil strife. A 
whole generation packed with significance 
for good and evil is summed up in the 
phrase the French Revolution. We may 
pick out what we admire or dislike in it 
and call that the Revolution, but either is 
a partial verdict Its significance in the 
world today is such that we must take all 
its aspects, for good or for bad, into con- 
sideration in our contemporary world- 
picture. The great school of French his- 
torians which has enlarged our knowledge 
of the Revolutionary age has driven farther 
away the boundaries at which ultimate dis- 
agreement begins; but no single historian, 
and neither contemporaries nor any suc- 
ceeding generation, has ever grasped the 
whole of the Revolutionary age in a single 
all-embracing view. Every interpretation of 
the Revolution must in the nature of things 
be partial, and every partial view is a myth. 



PART III: PERSPECTIVES ON 
THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

The French Revolution in 
the Context of World History 

GEORGES LEFEBVRE 



Georges Lefebvre (1874-1959), until his death the dean of French revo- 
lutionary scholars, first became known with his doctoral dissertation on the 
peasants in the Department of Nord, which he published in 1924. His inter- 
national reputation dates from the years after World War II, which saw the 
appearance of his masterful one-volume synthesis on the French Revolution 
and on the Napoleonic era. At an age when most men enjoy a well-earned 
rest, Lefebvre remained an astoundingly productive historian who combined 
tremendous erudition and thoroughness with breadth of view and of interest. 



ON the eve of the French Revolu- 
tion, almost all of Europe was gov- 
erned by what we now call the antien 
regime. The prince enjoyed absolute power. 
The Church looked upon him as God's 
viceroy and in return he upheld the 
Church's authority by imposing his re- 
ligion on his subjects. He had cast aside 
the concept of natural law, originating 
with the Stoics and developed during the 
Middle Ages by theologians like Thomas 
Aquinas, which assumed a society founded 
on free contract between governor and gov- 
erned. Indeed, power had then been con- 
ceived only in terms of community wel- 
fare and was justified as a guarantee of the 
inviolable and legitimate rights of the in- 
dividual. 

To achieve absolute power, the prince 



had undermined seignorial authority and 
the political authority of the clergy, though 
allowing them to retain their social pre- 
eminence. In becoming subjects, the nobil- 
ity and the clergy kept their privileges; the 
king, himself anointed and first gentleman 
of his realm, did not intend to submerge 
these orders in the masses. The Old Re- 
gime was indeed aristocratic in its struc- 
ture. 

There was a third feature characteristic 
of France and some other states. In these 
countries, while the prince had created a 
territorial and administrative framework, 
he had not carried this process to its logical 
conclusion. National unification was there- 
fore incomplete, not only because of the 
diversity of legal systems, weights and 
measures, and the customs barriers which 
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impeded the emergence of a national mar- 
ket, but also because the prince had granted 
or yielded special privileges to provinces 
and cities. In addition, he granted similar 
advantages to groupings, usually organized 
along professional lines, such as the no- 
bility and clergy, so that society was hier- 
archical and partly "corporative." These 
estates implied privilege and therefore ine- 
quality. Absolutism, relying on "divide and 
rule," personified inequality . . . and be- 
sides, each estate, united by privilege and 
jealous of its superiority, demanded sub- 
mission from those lower in the social scale. 
Nonetheless, the nation, created by sub- 
mission to a single leader, by ties of mate- 
rial progress, language, and culture, re- 
mained divided territorially and socially. 
Even so, the French were better off than 
other nations: elsewhere the state, viewed 
as the personal property of the prince, took 
no account of national minorities, many of 
which were scattered among rival or enemy 
powers. 

This regime faced two internal problems 
that were both political and social. The 
aristocracy (in other words, the nobility, 
since the clergy lacked social unity) re- 
sented the political impotence to which it 
had been reduced by the monarch whose 
power it dreamed of sharing. The noble- 
man, himself occasionally a victim of des- 
potism, yearned for a freedom consonant 
with his dignity. This problem was a legacy 
from the past. 

The other problem looked to the future. 
Ever since the tenth century there had 
developed a new class based on commerce, 
industry, finance, on personal rather than 
on landed property. This new bourgeois 
class had emerged from the Third Estate 
in a society in which land, as sole instru- 
ment of production, had entitled its owner 
to seignorial authority over those who 
farmed for a living. The king had drawn 
on these bourgeois both for money and 
officials, and they came to enjoy not only 
wealth but education and culture as well. 
Since the Renaissance, moreover, the new 
rationalism, exemplified by recent empiri- 
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cal science, provided an intellectual orien- 
tation consonant with bourgeois interests. 
Capitalism, which in its beginning phase 
had enjoyed mercantilistic state patronage, 
spread beyond the bounds of commerce to 
industry. The introduction of machinery 
opened such unlimited horizons for the 
bourgeoisie that the profits enticed even 
aristocrats to join in the exploitation of the 
world. 

The bourgeoisie sought to obtain some 
share of power and therefore was willing 
to ally itself with the aristocracy against 
the king, yet bourgeoisie and aristocracy 
also were in opposition to each other. For 
centuries the middle class had striven for 
nobility; though this objective had not been 
altogether abandoned, the aristocracy was 
becoming more exclusive at the very time 
that the middle class, greatly increased in 
numbers, could no longer hope for mass 
ennoblement. The bourgeois, therefore, 
went beyond the nobles' demand for power 
and freedom to claim the end of all privi- 
leges as well as equality before the law. 

At the end of the eighteenth century, 
because of the unequal pace of economic 
development, these problems appeared in a 
different guise in the various parts of Eu- 
rope. Central and eastern Europe, which 
had long been backward by west European 
standards, did not partake in the new 
maritime trade routes and the exploitation 
of the New World which the great discov- 
eries of the fifteenth and sixteenth cen- 
turies had opened up. The gap between 
East and West thus tended to widen. In 
this eastern and central European area 
newly-formed large states had adopted mer- 
cantilist policies and relied on the bour- 
geoisie for economic development and po- 
litical organization. These states practiced 
what has been called "enlightened despot- 
ism/' The mercantile middle class was, 
however, small in numbers, and the En- 
lightenment had more substantial influence 
on government officials, professors and 
writers. The prince also confronted a 
threatening aristocracy. In Poland this no- 
bility had seized power, while in Sweden 
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only the coup d'etat of Gustavus III had 
prevented a similar eventuality. In Hun- 
gary and Belgium the aristocracy had 
fought Joseph II to a standstill. In Prussia 
and Russia the monarchy had compro- 
mised, the aristocracy trading obedience 
and submission to the ruler for a free hand 
in dealing with their peasants whose serf- 
dom, as one moved east, approached 
slavery. 

In the countries of the south, particu- 
larly in the Iberian peninsula, the Counter 
Reformation had impeded free intellectual 
development. While Italy had been by- 
passed by the great overseas discoveries, 
Spain, in any case poorly endowed by na- 
ture, had been ruined by war. The nobility 
was somnolent, while the bourgeoisie grew 
only slowly. The peasant, as in France, did 
enjoy royal protection. 

The maritime nations, Holland, Eng- 
land and a newcomer, the United States, 
offered a striking contrast to these land- 
based states. All of the former were Protes- 
tant. Holland and England had been the 
greatest beneficiaries of the rise of the Eu- 
ropean economy since the sixteenth cen- 
tury. In Holland the bourgeoisie was in 
control of the republic despite the nobility's 
support of the monarchist ambitions of die 
House of Orange. Since in this struggle 
neither constitutionalism nor liberty was at 
stake, it may be argued that a compromise 
between these three forces had either been 
reached already or was at least within sight. 

While Holland had long been regarded 
as enjoying the greatest degree of freedom, 
the fame of the English and American 
revolutions, Britain's power and brilliant 
intellectual contribution made the Anglo- 
Saxon countries favorite antitheses to the 
absolutist regimes. 

In England an aristocracy that enjoyed 
few privileges and no exemption from taxes 
differed markedly from its counterpart on 
the continent. Above all, only the lords 
formed a distinct legal estate, yet even 
their prerogatives were passed on to their 
eldest sons only. The younger children 
were commoners on a level with the gentry 



and squires who were represented in the 
House of Commons. The lords themselves 
could scarcely trace their genealogy be- 
yond the Tudor era, since the nobility had 
been decimated by the massacres of the 
Wars of the Roses; hence they were not far 
removed from their middle class origins. 
Above all, however, since England was an 
island, the military character of the nobility 
had become attenuated or had disappeared 
altogether, to the point where military serv- 
ice was merely a matter of personal incli- 
nation. Consequently nothing stood in the 
way of the nobleman, even of the peer, go- 
ing into business, and the distinction be- 
tween the upper middle class and nobility 
was only a matter of ancestry and the kind 
of prestigious distinctions which were even 
within reach of the bourgeoisie. Nowhere 
else was there such social mobility: money 
alone defined class lines. The maritime and 
colonial expansion had consolidated a com- 
munity of interest between the aristocracy 
and the capitalist middle classes. The Ref- 
ormation, by sanctifying the struggle for 
naval and world supremacy waged against 
Spain and France, had heightened this soli- 
darity. After the Catholic and Francophile 
Stuarts had, in the course of the seven- 
teenth century, succeeded in rousing the 
whole nation against themselves, two revo- 
lutions had insured the final defeat of 
royal despotism. Yet neither the aristocracy 
nor the upper middle classes had directed 
their alliance against the monarchy as such. 
The Revolution of 1688 was a compromise 
establishing constitutional government 
which balanced king, lords, and a com- 
bination of gentry and middle class in the 
House of Commons. The latter was elected 
by a limited franchise which by its very 
lack of system insured the absolute control 
of the wealthy. 

History was a source of precedents to be 
used against royal despotism. More than 
once the aristocracy had succeeded in ex- 
tracting concessions from a monarchy thai- 
had appeared all-powerful since the Nor- 
man conquest, the most famous of these 
concessions being Magna Carta. English 
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liberties were founded on such precedents 
and customs, in short, on tradition rather 
than on philosophical speculation. Even so, 
natural law had not been forgotten. It in- 
spired Locke's justification of the Revolu- 
tion of 1688. The importance of his works, 
which served as bible of all the continental 
philosophes of the eighteenth century, can 
hardly be exaggerated. However, once the 
Whig oligarchy had gained power, it grad- 
ually abandoned Locke as its intellectual 
mentor, since the contract theory, the re- 
course to natural right, could also justify 
democratic movements which loomed on 
the horizon threatening its power. On the 
eve of the French Revolution, Burke agreed 
with George III in considering the British 
constitution to be the most perfect imagi- 
nable. For Burke the constitution recog- 
nized not the rights of man but the rights 
of Englishmen: only the English had been 
able to conquer these liberties and they 
alone had clear title to them. 

Not only did English liberty make no 
claim to universality, but the English state 
itself did not grant complete freedom of 
thought. Even though, like Holland, Eng- 
land enjoyed broader toleration than Cath- 
olic countries, the state religion was main- 
tained. More important, equality before the 
law had never become a fighting issue. Be- 
cause the aristocracy was allied with 
wealth, the upper middle class had never 
had to appeal to this equality. Political 
freedom had never undermined a deter- 
mination to maintain the existing social 
hierarchy. 

Anglo-Saxon America did not have to 
become quite so empirically minded. Natu- 
ral right remained a vital force in these 
Puritan communities that had left Europe 
to escape, not only religious intolerance, 
but the weight of despotism and of aristo- 
cratic society. In breaking with the home 
country, the colonists appealed to natural 
right to justify their secession, while their 
declarations proclaimed the rights of man, 
not merely the rights of Americans. Their 
public law reflected this universality of 
natural law. At the same time the Protes- 



tant sects sought to safeguard their inde- 
pendence by insisting on religious liberty. 
There were, however, notable limitations: 
no one claimed any rights for colored men, 
and slaves remained slaves. Freedom of 
thought was not the rule and even though 
state and church were separated, it was 
taken for granted that religious liberty was 
confined to Christians. As in England, 
there was no insistence on equality. As the 
United States had never had peers or privi- 
leged persons the issue of privilege had 
never di\dded gentlemen and rich bour- 
geoisie. There were gentlemen descended 
from the British gentry who, living as no- 
blemen on their plantations in Virginia 
and other Southern colonies, ruled over 
their enslaved blacks. Among these were 
the men who, like Washington, led the 
War of Independence and governed the 
republic during the first decades of its 
existence. However, men of a very different 
social background, such as Jefferson, had 
also become planters. Nothing prevented a 
Benjamin Franklin, printer turned mer- 
chant and journalist, from taking his place 
on the outer fringe of the ruling elite. 
Equality before the law for all whites, ir- 
relevant as an issue in the struggle against 
Great Britain, had thus never been raised, 
nor was it ever considered a challenge to a 
social hierarchy based on wealth. Actually 
this equality before the law did not extend 
to politics, since the state constitutions re- 
stricted the franchise. What was called 
"democracy" in France during the first 
months of the Revolution was a govern- 
ment belonging not to the ruler or the 
aristocracy but to the nation. The actual 
procedures allowed, however, for the domi- 
nance of the moneyed class. 

The English and American examples ex- 
ercised a profound influence as the birth- 
places of freedom. America, moreover, had 
stressed the universal validity of natural 
right. In practice this equality of rights, 
however admitted in principle, was not 
wholly applied, and in any case was not 
the basis for these revolutions. It is under- 
standable that the example of these coun- 
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tries should have swayed not only the mid- 
dle classes but also the continental aristoc- 
racy opposing royal power. For both, liberty 
seemed the pertinent catchword. Since 
equality had not been one of the conse- 
quences of these revolutions, it did not 
occur to the continental aristocracy that 
liberty might endanger its social predomi- 
nance. 

The Anglo-Saxon revolutions had been 
directed against absolutism in behalf of a 
bourgeois-aristocratic alliance. The French 
Revolution was to be a very different affair. 

From the socioeconomic as well as the 
geographical point of view our country oc- 
cupied an intermediate position in Europe. 
Just as in other continental states, inter- 
mittent warfare had helped the nobility to 
preserve its military character. The very 
fact that this nobility faced impoverish- 
ment only increased its exclusiveness and 
its tendency to become a closed caste. Yet 
as a maritime nation France had also par- 
ticipated in European colonial expansion: 
its commerce was second only to that of 
Great Britain, while its industrial capital- 
ism, though backward in comparison to the 
latter, nonetheless enjoyed the most ad- 
vanced development on the continent. The 
French bourgeoisie, though closer to the 
land than the English middle class, was 
infinitely larger and more influential than 
that of any other continental monarchy. 
Perhaps most peculiar to French society 
was the important role played by saleable 
offices. The king had tapped middle class 
wealth by putting many official positions 
on the auction block. In order to increase 
their saleability or to gain the support of 
the officeholders, the king had endowed 
some of these positions not only with cor- 
porate privileges but even with personal or 
hereditary nobility. Just as in England, the 
infiltration of bourgeois families meant a 
renewal of the aristocracy. By the eight- 
eenth century few nobles could produce a 
genealogy going back to the Crusades. This 
new nobility of the robe was establishing 
an increasingly intimate relationship to the 



military nobility. Nonetheless the nobility 
of the robe was not only businesslike in 
the management of its own affairs, but also 
kept up contact with other officeholders 
who had not graduated to the nobility. It 
also maintained ties with a socially less 
prestigious group, namely the lawyers. An 
intermediate class had thus developed 
which included these nobles at the top 
with officeholders in the middle, and com- 
moners at the bottom. As a result of com- 
mon professional outlook it shared the con- 
cept of law, of a legal order, of a monarchy 
whose prerogatives were limited by the sov- 
ereign courts' privilege of registration and 
remonstrance. Within this class a quite 
Cartesian rationalism and a tradition of the 
monarchy governing in cooperation with 
the wellborn and the well-to-do found spe- 
cial favor. Locke's ideas of natural right 
had fallen on fertile ground. In this respect, 
too, France occupied an intermediate posi- 
tion. While the absolute monarchy did co- 
operate with the Church in thought con- 
trol, in contrast to Spain, Italy and Bel- 
gium, the Counter Reformation had not 
succeeded in stifling the development of 
philosophy and scientific inquiry. Finally, 
the French king had not had to yield power 
to the nobles; unlike England where a 
dominant aristocracy had uprooted the 
peasantry by enforcing enclosure, the ma- 
jority of France's peasants were for all prac- 
tical purposes free landowners. 

Down to the time of the Fronde, the 
French nobility had often countered royal 
power with armed resistance. Even at that 
time the judicial officeholders had shown 
that they too could resist the monarch's 
authority. This reappeared once the hiatus 
imposed by Louis XIV was over, although 
its nature had altered as society had 
evolved. By the eighteenth century, armed 
outbreaks had become obsolete: the sov- 
ereign courts relied instead on a bourgeois 
appeal to public opinion, to constitutional 
tradition, to natural right. At the same 
time the aristocratically-dominated provin- 
cial estates played an increasingly impor- 
tant administrative role, particularly in 
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Languedoc and Brittany. The office of in- 
tendant was preempted by nobles, as were 
the bishoprics. Commoners, already ex- 
cluded from the sovereign courts, in 1781 
were barred from becoming professional 
officers, though they could still be pro- 
moted from the ranks. Aristocratic theo- 
rists, among whom Boulainvilliers and 
Montesquieu stood out, justified seignorial 
power by claiming that the aristocracy was 
descended from the Germanic conquerors 
of Gaul. Peasants complained over what 
historians have called the "feudal reaction/' 
namely the increasingly exacting collection 
of manorial dues. It is clear, in any case, 
that some great landed proprietors bene- 
fited from royal ordinances permitting them 
to enclose land and to divide the commons. 
It is customary to concentrate on the eight- 
eenth century growth of the bourgeoisie 
and the rise of the Enlightenment which 
reflected its aspirations. This period, how- 
ever, was equally notable for the growing 
influence of the aristocracy, who attacked 
royal authority and successfully resisted all 
reform attempts that would have under- 
mined their privileges, particularly exemp- 
tion from taxation. 

The French Revolution, in its first phase 
a revolution of the nobles, represented the 
climax of this rebirth of aristocratic oppo- 
sition. By September 1788 when Louis XVI 
had been forced to call the Estates General, 
an aristocratic triumph seemed in sight. If, 
as anticipated, the Estates were to meet in 
three separate orders with the clergy domi- 
nated by the aristocratic episcopate, the 
nobility would be in control. This nobility 
was willing to help the king bring order 
out of financial chaos, but only at the price 
of certain concessions. 

What were these concessions? The aris- 
tocrats demanded what they called liberty, 
that is, a constitutional government relying 
on regular meetings of an Estates General 
dominated by the nobility. In the provinces 
they would displace the intendant. 

The nobility had no inkling that it was 
undermining the bulwark of its own privi- 
leges by weakening royal power. The no- 



bility did not foresee that once the Estates 
had 'been called, the bourgeoisie would find 
its voice. Much as in England, the price of 
their cooperation was likely to be equality 
of rights. When this price was demanded 
the French nobility refused to make this 
concession. As a result the Estates General, 
intended as a battering ram against royal 
authority, saw the nobility thrown back on 
the defensive. A second phase of the Revo- 
lution had begun the bourgeois revolu- 
tion. 

When Louis XVI accepted both freedom 
and constitutional government on June 23, 
1789, some of the national objectives 
seemed to have been met. When, however, 
he threw his support to the nobility and 
clergy, this was tantamount to rejecting 
equality which henceforth became the crux 
of the struggle. 

Actually die king, by means of his army, 
seemed capable of ending the conflict on 
his own terms. The artisans and peasants, 
however, whose own interest was unmis- 
takable, supported the bourgeoisie. The 
popular and peasant revolutions, culminat- 
ing in the night of August 4, broke the 
power both of the monarchy and the no- 
bility. Unlike the bourgeoisie which had 
not aimed for the ruin of the aristocracy, 
the popular revolution wiped the slate 
clean and soon completed the social revo- 
lution by nationalizing church property. 

In practice the consequences of this so- 
cial revolution were not carried to their 
logical conclusion in 1789. A part of the 
manorial dues had to be redeemed; the 
Catholic clergy retained its monopoly of 
public religious services, its state financial 
support, its control of marriage, education 
and welfare work. When the aristocracy 
and the monarchy looked abroad for sup- 
port, civil war broke out. This civil war per- 
suaded some of the middle classes to throw 
in their lot with the lower classes to com- 
plete the destruction of the aristocracy by 
confiscating the emigres' property and by 
seeking to crush the clergy's influence. In 
these circumstances the revolution turned 
democratic: it adopted manhood suffrage, 
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proclaimed a republic, freed the slaves, 
separated State from Church, and secu- 
larized education, welfare and personal 
status. 

This is the way in which the French 
Revolution gained its distinctive place in 
the history of the world. Although the rev- 
olution appealed to natural law (as the 
American Revolution had also done), its 
achievements left a universal imprint quite 
alien to British liberty. Its sheer momen- 
tum, moreover, was much greater. Not only 
did the revolution establish a republic but 
it insisted on manhood suffrage. Freedom 
for whites was not enough: the slaves were 
freed. Not content with toleration, the rev- 
olution admitted Protestants and Jews to 
full citizenship and, by secularizing per- 
sonal status, recognized the individual's 
right not to belong to any religion. 

All this, however, was secondary to the 
real mission of the revolution which was 
to be the revolution of equality. While in 
England and America the alliance of aris- 
tocracy and upper middle class had pre- 
cluded a stress on civil equality, in France 
the bourgeoisie had been forced to empha- 
size it by the unbending attitude of the 
nobility. Indeed, by abolishing manorial 
rights, the peasants initiated equality with 
a vengeance. Since by revolutionary defini- 
tion liberty was tantamount to obedience 
to lawful authority alone, liberty and equal- 
ity were complementary in that liberty by 
itself would lead to privilege for the few. 

In gaining freedom and equality, the 
French had become the Nation One and 
Indivisible. This new interpretation of na- 
tional sovereignty is a third outstanding 
characteristic of the revolution from which 
grew France's claim that nations, like in- 
dividuals, should be liberated. Thus France 
claimed Alsace, Avignon and Corsica by 
appealing to free consent rather than to 
conventional treaties between rulers. Inter- 
national law was being revolutionized just 
as internal civil law had been. In this early 
phase the revolution looked forward to 
peace and cooperation among free nations 



united by the ideal of a society of nations, 
even of a universal Republic. 

These characteristics explain the French 
Revolution's impact on the world and its 
long-range significance. At the same time, 
although these principles have since regis- 
tered gains, it would be a mistake to at- 
tribute their dissemination solely to the 
revolution. The example of England and 
the United States had certainly not been 
forgotten. It would be equally false and 
this is a widespread idea to credit this 
ideological expansion solely to the mag- 
netism of ideas: in areas adjoining France, 
the ancien regime fell victim mainly to the 
revolutionary armies led by Napoleon. 
Since that time capitalism has become the 
chief vehicle by which these new princi- 
ples have conquered the world. These 
principles, as historians have sought to 
show during the last several decades, re- 
flected the interests of the middle class 
who championed them. In granting eco- 
nomic freedom, abolishing serfdom, free- 
ing the land from the burden of tithe and 
manorial dues, bringing church property 
back into the dynamic channels of the 
economy, the bourgeoisie was paving the 
way for capitalism. Wherever capitalism 
has penetrated and thanks to its inner 
dynamic it has become ubiquitous the 
same kinds of transformations have oc- 
curred. By strengthening or creating a 
middle class, capitalism has helped the 
triumph of liberty and civil equality as 
well as the development of nationalism, 
in our own day even among colonial peo- 
ples once dominated by the white man. 

Nonetheless the French Revolution has 
retained an emotional drawing power un- 
related to any selfish interest. It is associ- 
ated with popular insurrection symbolized 
by the storming of the Bastille and the 
wars of liberation which the Marseillaise 
commemorates. This is the work of those 
who died for the revolution. To ignore 
the influence of class interests and eco- 
nomics on a movement of ideas would be 
a mutilated history. To forget that the 
bourgeoisie was convinced that its rise was 



90 



GEORGES LEFEBVRE 



identified with justice and the welfare of 
all mankind would be no less of a dis- 
tortion. The fighters of July 14 and August 
10, the soldiers of Valmy, Jemmapes and 
Fleurus risked their lives not from self- 
interest but because they enthusiastically 
embraced a universal cause. 

Nonetheless this equality of rights, this 
essential principle of the French Revolu- 
tion by which the bourgeoisie of 1789 ra- 
tionalized the abolition of aristocratic privi- 
lege based on birth, had some unexpected 
consequences. The middle class, confident 
in its ability, power and prospect, had 
ignored the ill-tempered warnings of its 
opponents in this respect. 

For this middle class, as for the Anglo- 
Saxons, equality meant equality of oppor- 
tunity. Although everyone was free to take 
advantage of these opportunities, obviously 
not everyone had the requisite ability. 
What significance could freedom of the 
press or free access to public office have for 
someone who was illiterate? Yet public in- 
struction was contingent upon being well- 
off if not actually wealthy. The bourgeoisie 
of 1789 interpreted the right to vote and 
to be elected in a similar spirit. This right, 
like others, required certain prerequisites, 
in this case the payment of a given amount 
of taxes as evidence of a certain standard 
of economic independence. Thus the rights 
of man and of the citizen, formulated by 
the bourgeoisie, were to remain largely 
academic and theoretical. There was little 
doubt, and none after Thermidor, that in 
the eyes of the middle class only property 
owners were entitled to actual, as against 
theoretical, power. Property being heredi- 
tary meant that privilege due to birth had 
not, as counterrevolutionaries observed, 
been eliminated after all. Democrats were 
soon to point out that private ownership 
of the means of production led to the sub- 
jection of the wage earners. Private prop- 
erty in workshops, the sole source of em- 
ployment, made illusory the rights of the 
propertyless. 

The lower classes, aware of these im- 



plications, had always opposed economic 
freedom which led to capitalism and the 
triumph of big business. Their ideal was 
a nation of peasant proprietors and inde- 
pendent artisans. In any case they sought 
state protection for the wage earner from 
the omnipotence of the rich. In order to 
gain power and organize the defense of 
the revolution after August 10, 1792, the 
republican bourgeoisie had accepted uni- 
versal suffrage and continued its alliance 
with the so-called "sans-culottes." This al- 
liance resulted in a compromise between 
the middle class aspirations of 1789 and 
the masses who called for government in- 
tervention to secure a more widespread dis- 
tribution of property, public education for 
all, economic controls to keep prices and 
wages in balance, and a minimum social 
security system. This policy of "social de- 
mocracy/' initiated by the Mountain dur- 
ing the Year II, horrified and frightened 
the bourgeoisie and seemed to be banished 
forever after 9 Thermidor. When, however, 
republicanism reappeared after 1830, some 
of its followers took up Montagnard princi- 
ples. With the re-establishment of uni- 
versal suffrage in 1848, the application of 
these principles became one of the facts of 
political life. 

Even during the revolutionary period, 
however, some groups had gone even far- 
ther by calling for the abolition of the 
private ownership of the means of pro- 
duction and the creation of a communist 
democracy intended to fulfill the promise 
of equality. This same intention has, in 
the final analysis, also made socialist theo- 
reticians, particularly in France, present 
their systems as the completion of the 
French revolutionary achievements left un- 
finished by the middle classes. This is not 
to claim that the tradition of the French 
Revolution is the sole element in this de- 
velopment. Religious and humanitarian 
feelings have also been instrumental in 
aiding social progress. Above all, the trans- 
formation of the economy has had a power- 
ful influence on the broad extension of 
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equality of rights. The victories of capital- 
ism led to trade union and political or- 
ganization of the proletariat made possible 
by the concentration of business and labor, 
which defined and accelerated the class 
struggle. These organized elements could 
not be ignored. At the same time, the phe- 
nomenal productive growth engendered by 
capitalism, by increasing the resources 
available to human society, has brought a 
variety of welfare services, such as edu- 
cation and social security, within the realm 
of feasibility, whereas during and long 
after the revolution the cost of such serv- 
ices relegated them to Utopia. 



Leaving aside differing approaches to 
history, the fundamental problem of our 
contemporary world appears to be the prob- 
lem of equality within each nation and 
equality among nations. It is not the his- 
torian's job to prophesy how mankind will 
resolve such a problem; yet the historian 
can attest that the French Revolution not 
only raised this issue but also indicated 
various directions in which a solution 
might be sought. One may conclude, there- 
fore, that, admired or loathed, the name of 
the French Revolution will long remain 
on men's lips. 
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sources. Professor Gohring's approach, which tends to view the revolution 
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revolutionary era, may reflect the historian's earlier studies in the institutional 
history of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe. 



Ar old world had collapsed, marking 
the end of an epoch in the midst 
of the most violent upheavals which were 
also the hirth pangs of a new era. With- 
out this stormy prelude the Great Revolu- 
tion would have been inconceivable; yet 
what made it possible, what had caused the 
disintegration of the Old Regime? How- 
ever often these questions have been posed, 
they have received a variety of answers 
answers that have frequently been no more 
than simple-minded formulas. Yet such 
world-shaking events do not have simple 
antecedents that can be neatly and clearly 
illustrated. The historian Mathiez ex- 
plained the overall pattern of the revolu- 
tion in terms of an antithesis between 
everyday reality and legal fiction, institu- 
tions and mores, the letter and the spirit. 
It took at least a century for these con- 
tradictions to come to a head, requiring 
the interaction of all kinds of circum- 
stances, the intervention of a variety of in- 
tellectual, material, universal, as well as 
purely human, forces. . . . Great politi- 
cal achievements are not gained by a fluke 
but must be won. One need only examine 

From Martin Gohring, Geschichte der Grossen Revolution (Tubingen, 1950), I, pp. 380-403. Re- 
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English history to note the endless succes- 
sion of struggles which accompanied its 
growing freedoms. 

. . . The last of the French kings laid 
claim to far greater power than any other 
ruler in Europe, while being less capable 
than any monarch of translating this claim 
into workaday reality. Such was the malfor- 
mation of the ancient monarchy which had 
achieved its existing structure by an evolu- 
tion characterized by repeated ebb and 
flow. Kings and ministers again and again 
sought prestige until they overextended 
their power and were succeeded by paraly- 
sis and exhaustion, permitting the resto- 
ration of opposing forces. The weight of 
French absolutism rested far more on per- 
sonality than on institutions, so that the 
state was only intermittently imbued with 
absolutist doctrines. When in the final 
phase these doctrines had altogether ceased 
to be fruitful, the eve of the Revolution 
saw the utter confusion of popular sover- 
eignty, royal absolutism, feudal power, 
corporate privilege, customary and Roman 
law, Estate-administered and centralized 
provinces. 
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In the last analysis the absolute mon- 
archy was toppled by forces with which it 
had been contending since the Middle 
Ages, because at the height of its power 
the monarchy had neglected to uproot 
these potential opponents. It is indeed re- 
markable that the state should have been 
undermined by those who in the nature of 
things should have been its most distin- 
guished champions, yet it has never been 
sufficiently stressed that the revolt of the 
privileged orders was the basic precon- 
dition for the Revolution itself. In over- 
throwing absolutism, they gave the middle 
classes an object lesson in sedition and 
made insurrection respectable. Absolutism 
was forced to bow, not to a liberal spirit, 
but to conservatism or even reaction. This 
is a fundamental postulate from which 
everything else must be derived. 

From a long-range historical perspective, 
the revolution of the privileged which be- 
gan with the Assembly of Notables in 
1787 was the culmination of an aristocratic 
reaction rooted in the opposition move- 
ment in the latter part of Louis XIV's 
reign, which prevailed throughout the 
eighteenth century. . . . From the time 
that the judges of the high courts . . . 
had justified their opposition to govern- 
mental edicts as a right that was "a charac- 
teristic feature of the constitution/' politi- 
cal activity had become polarized. The 
unity of the spiritual and political world, 
so essential to absolutism, was irretrievably 
lost when the king was no longer the 
embodiment of the whole nation. There 
was a parting of the ways between state 
and nation, as the latter became a distinct 
concept and gained self-awareness. Ever 
since the bankruptcy of Louis XIV's sys- 
tem, the claim "1'Etat c'est moi" had be- 
come a fiction. 

The elite of the sovereign courts, en- 
trenched in an almost unassailable position 
against royal claims to power, were not 
only able to curb effectively the legislative 
authority of the crown, but were also para- 
mount in furthering the nation's self- 
awareness. They claimed a mandate 



founded on the deliberately misleading 
analog)* of parliament and the Estates Gen- 
eral to back up a position which only such 
parallels could justify. The sovereign 
judges and their publicists revived the six- 
teenth-century dogma of popular sover- 
eignty based on a monarchy limited by 
Estates which was henceforth never again 
forgotten by the French people: France 
became politically conscious in the process. 
The sovereign courts and their prerogatives 
were also chiefly responsible for perpetuat- 
ing in the name of freedom the bizarre 
and checkered administrative chaos that 
kept France weak by blocking administra- 
tive unity. As bulwarks against the exten- 
sion of the crown's power, they enjoyed 
popularity. Their stubbornness may fur- 
ther be credited as leading to the point 
where every serious attempt at reform on 
the part of the government was viewed 
either as unconstitutional or as despotic 
violence, until the prevailing form of gov- 
ernment itself was \iewed as despotic. And 
finally, under the continuous barrage of 
criticism unleashed by the courts, the re- 
gime lost all semblance of justification. . . . 

The courts' usurpations could only be 
countered by extraordinary means by re- 
scinding the offices or arresting the office- 
holders; in the name of personal freedom 
and the sanctity of private property the 
judges declaimed endlessly against despot- 
ism. In this way these slogans were gradu- 
ally adopted by the people. The courts* 
long-winded remonstrances, padded with 
discussions of political theory, nonetheless 
enriched speculation about politics, fiscal 
policy and administration. By constantly 
referring to national aims and rights, they 
awakened the nation's desire to participate 
in politics. Their ideological influence was 
heightened rather than undermined by 
the qualities for which the philosophies re- 
proached them: their intolerance, bigotry, 
ignorance, their blind attachment to the 
past, their exclusive response to self-inter- 
est and prejudice. . . . 

. . . One may say, however, that the 
process of disintegration set in when Louis 
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XIV, sidetracking the unique opportunity 
for governmental reform provided by Col- 
bert, overreached himself in senseless viola- 
tion of his subjects and all sound principles 
of government. By carrying out his sys- 
tem ad absurdum, he thus provoked criti- 
cism. The continued decline provided a 
moral justification for the opposition which 
was reinforced not only by its own tra- 
ditions but by the example of England. 
One of the roots of the Great Revolution 
which should not be overlooked is the 
widespread Anglomania which created real 
political ferment. 

Fundamentally Frenchmen were very 
conservative, in the eighteenth century as 
well as today. While no one wanted what 
we would call a revolution, everyone 
sought change, some general stabilization 
which would be particularly welcome to 
the holders of government bonds. This is 
quite natural in a state constantly on the 
verge of bankruptcy. A state which time 
and time again had reneged upon its ob- 
ligations . . . could harclly expect great 
loyalty from subjects facing a continual 
threat of bankruptcy. This question came 
to the fore particularly during the last 
decade of the Old Regime. Anxiety over 
property values, always a potent stimulus 
to mass action, mobilized those Frenchmen 
who were creditors of the state. When 
state finance and private wealth are so 
closely connected, the creditor will demand 
some guarantee of the security of his capi- 
tal from the debtor. The citizen's vital in- 
terest in the state thus originated in an 
essentially practical endeavor. The con- 
tinued preoccupation with questions of 
governmental reform was to lead to a more 
generalized discussion of the constitution. 

The government itself contributed to 
this trend by seeking time and time again 
to cast off the restrictions which bound it 
and to secure by means of reform a greater 
leeway for action. The government justi- 
fied this attitude in extensive introductions 
to its edicts that appealed to broad princi- 
ples; it hired publicists and writers to at- 
tack both abuses and the opposition [to re- 



form]. In this way some of the basic ques- 
tions of political life were opened to dis- 
cussion, shaping the development of a 
public opinion. That public opinion be- 
came a real power may be attributed chiefly 
to government policy, as can be seen in 
Turgot's attempt to enlist the nation 
against the government's opponents. For 
Necker public opinion was a god to be 
worshipped on bended knees, as evinced 
by the calculations which entered his Justi- 
fication and the impact which that docu- 
ment made. What a catastrophe, neverthe- 
less, were this power of public opinion to 
turn against the regime! 

The Enlightenment broadened and com- 
pleted this process. By stressing [that the 
decadence of the government preceded the 
Enlightenment] we deny the claim that 
the political theorists of the eighteenth cen- 
tury particularly its outstanding spokes- 
men Montesquieu, Voltaire and Rousseau 
consciously prepared the Revolution. 
. . . They were fundamentally different 
in their outlook on life, their mental equip- 
ment and their orientation. From the politi- 
cal point of view . . . they embodied 
three distinct worlds agreeing only in the 
common rejection of the status quo. Inso- 
far as all three were critics, they were 
bearers of the Enlightenment; yet at least 
as far as Montesquieu and Voltaire are 
concerned, this did not make them revolu- 
tionaries. As to Rousseau, for twenty-five 
years the Social Contract which earned 
him his revolutionary reputation was 
looked upon as a Utopian fragment. Other 
political writers, like the Abbe* Mably, who 
during their lifetime enjoyed a greater 
reputation than Rousseau, were more radi- 
cal and inflammatory. None of them, how- 
ever, had created the climate of opinion of 
the eighteenth century; they had em- 
bodied, or at most explicitly spelled out, 
prevailing currents of opinion. The yhi- 
losophes merely expressed what men 
thought; if some among them gained fame, 
this was because they were better and more 
persuasive writers than others. . . . 

T ieas have power. A decadent govern- 
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ment confronted by a youthful, dynamic 
ideology faces a difficult position unless 
the established power neutralizes threaten- 
ing ideas by adapting them to its own use. 
Yet how did French absolutism react? Al- 
ternately the regime embraced or rejected 
the new spirit; alternately writers were 
granted pensions or imprisoned; alternately 
unauthorized publications were winked at 
or suppressed by arresting some poor book- 
seller on whom fell the full severity of the 
law. . . . 

There loomed an unbridgeable chasm 
between the spirit of the regime and that 
of the age. What could be more degrading 
and hateful for men who have reached 
full maturity to face restrictions on their 
freedom and development! What could be 
more unbearable for the man of letters 
than to know that his intellectual attitude 
might bring down upon him a warrant of 
arrest, a lettre de cachet At the same time, 
what could be more burdensome for a re- 
gime than to claim control over the private 
life of the individual, who needs autonomy 
if he is to develop a true morality and 
reach genuine fulfillment? Only immature 
peoples would subject themselves to such 
infringement. What the seventeenth cen- 
tury man had accepted as a customary 
burden roused the man of the Enlighten- 
ment to indignation. 

Yet Frenchmen were . . . conservative 
even while they shared the oudook of the 
Enlightenment. Neither their elevated 
style of life nor their fine manners predes- 
tined them to be revolutionaries. Their 
political aim was merely a government 
capable of realizing the new ideals by rec- 
onciling the needs of the state with the 
demands of society, in harmony with the 
spirit of the times. Such a government 
would have respected certain basic rights 
of the individual and granted freedom of 
self-expression. There were such govern- 
ments, which presented a great contrast to 
French absolutism and as such constituted 
the most genuine threat of the Enlighten- 
ment. While France wasted its strength in 
fruitless attempts to achieve reform, out- 



side of France the new intellectual oudook 
prevailed and became politically potent. 
We need merely consider litde Prussia 
with its efficient, centralized system of gov- 
ernment, its sober and thrifty administra- 
tion, its sound finances, its rising standards 
of living, its progressive policies in the 
realms of agriculture, welfare and religious 
toleration, its large-scale planning, its ju- 
dicial safeguards, etc. Here was a state to 
serve as model of culture and legality for 
its age. Its monarch, himself considered a 
leading intellectual, showed consummate 
skill in reconciling the identity of king 
and state by applying the principle that the 
monarch be die first servant of the state. 
One might also turn to Austria which, 
thanks to the reforms of Empress Maria 
Theresa, was assuming a modern guise. 
Its ruler lived up to the basic dictum of 
the Prussian king, though she started from 
a different intellectual premise. One might 
pay special attention to the thoroughly en- 
lightened Joseph II, who began the trans- 
formation of his state in harmony with the 
spirit of his age, deliberately imitating the 
King of Prussia. Starting in 1780 Joseph 
undertook a revolution from above by cen- 
tralizing and bureaucratizing his adminis- 
tration and struggling against corporate au- 
thorities, privileges and immunities. With 
firm hand, he nationalized the most power- 
ful of the corporate bodies, the church, by 
dissolving its ties to Rome and integrating 
it as a subordinate department of the state. 
He had smashed the power of the church 
by secularizing its extensive properties and 
dissolving hundreds of monasteries. The 
training of the clergy was supervised and 
spelled out. In an attack on superstition 
processions and religious festivals were 
abolished. He proclaimed freedom of con- 
science, securing it by an edict of toleration. 
In all areas he encouraged enterprise: by 
rescinding monopoly rights; by granting the 
right to enter any trade or profession, as 
well as by recognizing the claims of free 
labor. He undertook a generous land re- 
form by abolishing serfdom, granting land 
to the peasants and giving them legal pro- 
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tection from their landlords who were de- 
prived of their seignorial monopolies. 
Forced labor was reduced, dues in kind 
regulated. On state-owned lands deliveries 
in kind and forced labor were transmuted 
into cash payments, while the breakup of 
great estates and the secularization of 
church property was meant to encourage 
the formation of a peasant middle class. At 
the same time Joseph II pursued a new 
tax policy founded on the principle that 
everyone was to shoulder his share of the 
public burden according to wealth and in- 
come, regardless of social status. What en- 
croachments and transformations in the 
realm of public affairs! 

Joseph accomplished his gigantic task 
without consideration of protest and op- 
position, with a contempt for prejudices 
and customs surpassing that of Frederick 
the Great. A thoroughgoing physiocrat 
strongly influenced by Turgot's theories, 
Joseph carried through in Austria what 
Turgot and his collaborators had labored 
in vain to accomplish in France. Beyond 
Austria proper, this enlightened reform of 
the state extended to the Austrian posses- 
sions in Italy, namely Lombardy and Tus- 
cany. In Piedmont-Sardinia, in the mean- 
time, the liquidation of the feudal system, 
initiated by Charles-Emmanuel III in 1771, 
was being completed under Victor 
Amadeus in 1778. Even the autocratic 
Tsarina Catherine II paid homage to the 
Enlightenment by corresponding with the 
great minds of the time. An open admirer 
of Montesquieu, she invited Diderot to 
her court and basked in the praises of the 
philosophes. 

Thus the world of the European states 
altered and became more modern, confirm- 
ing Voltaire's epigram: "Peoples are what 
their rulers and ministers make of them." 
Where was France in this competitive race 
among governments? This nation of 
twenty-five million people, this fertile land 
with its varied resources which had once 
ruled Europe, had become almost a second- 
rate power as the result of its political 
stagnation and enervation. As minor pow- 



ers of yesterday ignored France in deal- 
ing with major European questions, embit- 
tered Frenchmen pointed to their govern- 
ment, their king, their court as the guilty 
parties. As one contemporary put it, to 
trace the decline of France to political in- 
significance is to write the history of the 
Revolution a judgment which contains a 
good deal of truth. The judgment of the 
historian Sagnac is thus corroborated: the 
Revolution became necessary because the 
government was incapable of undertaking 
the reforms carried out in other states. 
... It became the task of the sovereign 
nation, by a precipitous and convulsive ef- 
fort, to catch up with and overtake the de- 
velopment reached by other states, yet basi- 
cally the program involved was derived 
from enlightened absolutism. Much of this 
program, constitutional aspects excepted, 
was already contained in "J 056 ?^ 5331 " 
which was nearly identical with physi- 
ocracy. One may thus conclude that the 
Revolution had been consummated in 
men's minds before it became a political 
reality. 

The significance of this process of trans- 
formation was underlined by an event 
which took place outside of Europe, ex- 
erting a strong influence on intellectual de- 
velopments: the uprising of the American 
colonies against their mother country, Eng- 
land, and their union in an independent 
state. Among the educated this realization 
of their professed ideals evoked a power- 
ful response when they contemplated the 
organization of a society founded on such 
eternal principles as natural right and the 
basic rights of men. This was the spirit 
in which the Americans wrote their con- 
stitutions and created their governments. 

The events in America assumed a 
unique significance for France. The French 
monarchy, based on absolutism and divine 
right, had espoused the alien cause of the 
rebellious colonies by intervening and de- 
cisively contributing to their victory. 
France sent soldiers, received American en- 
voys who were feted and venerated as 
heroes of the history of mankind. This did 
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not prevent the French "freedom fighters" 
from returning as the heralds of the new 
ideals, irreconcilably opposed to the politi- 
cal conditions of their homeland. Thus 
motivated by its enmity toward England, 
by the urge to humiliate this rival, France 
committed what amounted to political sui- 
cide. . . . 

The germ of the revolutionary contagion 
would have proved harmless for France 
had the French contribution simply 
drained off excess resources, since a reason- 
ably healthy state would not have been en- 
dangered. The political system faced its 
greatest threat when, as direct result of the 
American war, the financial situation took 
a catastrophic turn. Indirectly and directly 
the war required the outlay of hundreds 
of millions, covered by bond issues which 
during the war years amounted to 900 mil- 
lion and 300-400 million in subsequent 
years. These loans compromised the finan- 
cial situation irretrievably, since the deficit 
increased enormously and the state debt 
rose to such an extent that more than half 
of all receipts had to be allotted to interest 
charges: 250-280 million out of 475 mil- 
lion. If another seventy million is sub- 
tracted for the admitted expenses of the 
court, there would have been little left for 
any other administrative need. Consider- 
ing the financial and credit conditions of 
the times, only basic reforms could prevent 
catastrophe. 

Can one say that the American war 
caused the Revolution"? To answer in an 
unqualified positive would be to confuse 
cause and effect. The same could be said 
of the Assembly of Notables which was 
called only to avoid conflict with the sover- 
eign courts. This was, moreover, the motive 
which had led Necker to rely on a policy 
of borrowing money in order to carry out 
the interventionist policy in America, a 
policy which strained the financial re- 
sources of the state though it would have 
been within the means of the people. The 
crux of the matter was that national wealth 
could only be tapped inadequately because 
the system of taxation was defective. It 



was defective because the practices and 
principles of taxation reflected the inor- 
ganic and ailing structure of the state itself. 
This itself was the effect of objectionable 
principles, prejudices and shortsighted fis- 
cal practices, culminating in the nonsense 
by which the rich used their wealth to 
escape taxation, while the burden borne 
by the poor varied inversely with their 
poverty. These guidelines of internal policy 
had prevailed throughout centuries, thus 
reflecting the basic features of the general 
policy. In this whole chain not one link 
could be attributed to chance. . . . 

All this indicates how difficult it was to 
reform the state, since such reforms would 
have required interference in depth, im- 
mense exertion and creativity. How often 
in the course of two hundred years did 
France possess a government capable of 
such efforts? The best that could be ex- 
pected ever since the second half of Louis 
XIV's reign was an above-average minister 
now and then, who would be stymied by 
administrative inertia, by jealous colleagues 
and a corrupt environment. Under Louis 
XIV the unity of the government was at 
least maintained and the absolutist system 
kept its doctrine intact. But thereafter 
unity disappeared: secretaries of state as- 
sumed regal authority within their depart- 
ments without the slightest regard for their 
colleagues' policy. Ministerial authority 
prevailed as long as it enjoyed the favor 
of the king's mistress and of the court, un- 
less the minister were ousted by the in- 
trigues of the corporate bodies or by some 
other plot. . . . This was particularly true 
of the most important ministry, the Comp- 
troller Generalship, which was the hub of 
internal policy. What a waste of experts 
this practice entailed; it was understand- 
able that finance ministers of stature had 
the shortest term of office. By forcefully 
pushing the reform measures which the 
ever-recurring emergencies demanded, they 
made themselves the target for the oppo- 
sition. The determined opposition of the 
court alone was enough to topple a minis- 
ter. ... If leadership were to come from 
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the crown it would have required a mon- 
arch o the ability of Henry IV to recognize 
the problems of the age and capture the 
loyalty of the nation. The prevailing con- 
tempt for the person of the king resulted 
from the fateful failure of the last three 
Louis. In certain circles it henceforth be- 
came almost a disgrace to admit serving 
king or state. One well-known contempo- 
rary characterized this growing lack of re- 
spect, which reflected the change in peo- 
ple's attitude: under Louis XIV no one 
dared to speak; under Louis XV they whis- 
pered; under Louis XVI they spoke up 
without restraint . . . 

Then as now, judgments are a matter 
of comparison. What contrast between the 
last two French kings and the Prussian 
king, or even the rulers of Austria! The dis- 
sipated, immoral and irresponsible Louis 
XV divided his life between his mistresses, 
hunting and merry-making; Louis XVI, 
though sober and virtuous, was also the 
worst conceivable representative of a re- 
gime symbolized by the person of the king. 
Lacking any political sense, intellectually 
as well as physically nearsighted and 
clumsy, Louis XVI feared responsibility 
yet proved incapable of subordinating him- 
self to anyone eager to shoulder this bur- 
den. The greatest portion of his time was 
spent in hunting between 1775 and 1789 
about 1560 days unless he was busy mov- 
ing his household or following his unkingly 
hobbies; the least of his time was devoted 
to public business. Both French kings be- 
gan their day at ten or eleven o'clock, since 
die ceremonial of getting up and breakfast- 
ing required hours. The rulers of Prussia 
and Austria, on the other hand, buried 
themselves in their work and their concern 
with the welfare of the state and of their 
subjects. Even the aging Frederick the 
Great's workday never began later than 
five o'clock. 

The kings of one country subjected 
themselves to duty; those of the other re- 
lied on their divine right. Yet how could 
divine right remain a vital idea when it 



was embodied in such rulers? . . . Even 
the church challenged divine right. The 
Throne derives power from its alliance 
with the Altar only so long as the church 
dominates or at least directs intellectual 
movements. When, as was the case in 
France, the Altar renounces and betrays its 
mission and the cassock is used to exploit 
the idea of the divine, the alliance becomes 
a curse. The spirit of the age would never 
have become so powerful had the church 
enjoyed inner vitality and remained the 
true guardian of the faith. The opposition 
which it evoked would never have grown 
so strong if the church had not sunk to 
the level of an institution solely concerned 
with its corporate demands and special in- 
terests, to the detriment of the public 
weal. . , . 

What was true of the church as one of 
three Estates of the realm was no less true 
of a nobility that had become an obstacle 
and opponent instead of fulfilling its nor- 
mal role of supporting and serving [the 
state]. How can one ultimately account for 
this? The responsibility rests with the mon- 
archy which over a long period degraded 
the concepts which alone make a viable 
corporate society possible. . . . The mon- 
archy had denied die claims stemming from 
personal achievement and proclaimed in- 
stead the prerogatives of birth and money, 
the supremacy of privilege in every form. 

One may wonder how it was possible for 
a regime to vegetate so long in die absence 
of substantial support. Tocqueville's ex- 
planation may be considered: the mon- 
archy's organization offered the means to 
crush any individual opposition, while the 
opposition of the whole nation could nor- 
mally be ruled out, since the kings had 
gained their power by playing class against 
class. ... To overthrow absolutism took 
but one moment of unity; divide and con- 
quer had thus been the ruling practice of 
French absolutism. . . . The prevailing 
class conflict, which stemmed from the 
nefarious system of privilege, was the ... 
fatal flaw of the French nation: the lack 
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of any sense of loyalty to the state, the 
predominance of selfish interests. No state 
can last if its achievements fail to awaken 
and continually renew its subjects' loy- 
alty. ... 

The class consciousness of the bourgeoi- 
sie, reflected in its need for self-assertion, 
sharpened the opposition. In the realms 
of culture and economics, the eighteenth 
century had a markedly bourgeois charac- 
ter. Only in the political sphere was the 
bourgeoisie impotent, particularly in 
France. Yet until the opening of the eight- 
eenth century the middle class had been 
a source of great strength to the monarchy. 
From its ranks new men were drawn into 
the ruling elite, which thus invigorated it. 
With the help of the middle class . . . 
the monarchy had achieved power. Under 
Louis XIV the bonds had loosened; after 
him this tradition of cooperation disap- 
peared as the state became feudalized. The 
ruling class became exclusive, demanding 
proof of established nobility as a prerequi- 
site for army and administrative posts. 
Thereafter the purchase of a noble title 
could only serve as a token of distinction 
or as a means of obtaining privileges. Social 
as well as political conditions thus shaped 
the demands for liberty and equality: free- 
dom of the individual, of speech, of eco- 
nomic enterprise; equality before the law, 
of rights and duties in public life, of ac- 
cess to all offices hence an end to all 
discriminatory practices and privileges. 

To transform a decadent system and to 
infuse new life into a corrupt ruling class 
has always been among the more difficult 
political problems. . . . This is where 
French absolutism failed; with it foundered 
the monarchy's historic mission of building 
organically a unified national state with a 
single law code and equal rights. . . . 

The last, decisive thrust of [French] ab- 
solutism came too late and was launched 
from an unfavorable position with inade- 
quate troops. An absolutism which com- 
manded neither confidence nor faith lacked 
all means to cast off the bonds which 



shackled its power, bonds that had 
been forged by its own irresponsibility, 
short-sightedness and intellectual deca- 
dence. . . . 

We have outlined the complex of causes 
of the Great Revolution and indicated the 
interaction of the causal factors. It has 
been shown that the basic causes were 
rooted in the political and social conditions 
of the anden regime, from which the intel- 
lectual movements also sprouted. . . , In 
this last rearing-up of the feudal world, the 
gates of the new epoch were thrown open. 
This reaction was not a purely French 
movement: it was seething in Austria 
where the conservative classes in Hungary 
and in the Netherlands were soon to rise 
against the reforms of Joseph II. It would 
have gone against the whole trend of his- 
torical development if absolutism had been 
overthrown only to be replaced by reac- 
tionary forces. . . . Yet the struggle was 
essential if the new world, whose embryo 
was the man of the Enlightenment, was to 
be born. This was the stake of the struggle 
over the Estates. Everything hinged on die 
make-up of the Estates General, on 
whether the deputies of the Third Estate 
were to equal those of the nobility and 
clergy and whether they were to meet 
and vote as one body. A positive decision 
would have insured the triumph of the 
national forces, while a negative would 
possibly have given the privileged orders 
an all-encompassing vote for all time 
alternatives which explain the bitterness of 
the conflict 

Without compulsion individuals and 
whole corporate bodies do not surrender 
long-held privileges or give up claims to 
power that appear on the verge of realiza- 
tion. Such self-abnegation is even less 
likely in behalf of a class over whom 
leadership and tutelage is claimed. Yet it 
is also natural that classes that have reached 
maturity and self-awareness should not 
continue to accept humiliation and dis- 
crimination once die force of circumstances 
relents. The moment for a social transfer- 
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mation had arrived. Beginning with the 
debate on the organization of the Estates 
General and the applicability of medieval 
precedents, men turned to discuss the con- 
stitution, the nature of authority in the 
abstract, of the existing authorities, and 
indeed the nature of society itself. The 
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dynamic of politics, growing out of the 
interplay of opposing interests, led men to 
turn to the present. Reason, rather than 
historical precedent and tradition ... be- 
came the court of last appeal. From the 
re-evaluation emerged new concepts of the 
state, society and nation. . . . 
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TGETHER with Godechot I share the 
view that the revolutionary period 
has been studied too exclusively within a 
national framework. A broader perspective 
does entail certain dangers. Obviously the 
French Revolution was in a real sense 
unique, a point which I shall discuss later. 
While it is true that each nation does have 
its peculiar identity, to overvalue this iden- 
tity, to attach a special importance to this 
impenetrable Eigentumlichkeit, is symp- 
tomatic of a philosophy of German origin 
which the Germans themselves are trying 
to discard. It is true that each country has 
its distinctive ethos and way of life, an 
idea which is particularly attractive to the 
English who don't like being put on the 
same plane with other people. 

In order to undertake comparative stud- 
ies, a greater unity is needed in which the 
parts are related to each other in terms of 
their similarity, difference or interaction. 
We find such a unity in the concept of an 
occidental civilization or, particularly for 
the eighteenth century, a European civili- 
zation, provided America be included. As 
for myself, I attach little importance to the 
adjective "Atlantic" even though it points 
to two facts which I deem of capital im- 
portance: that access to the ocean had ac- 
celerated the development of western Eu- 
rope by bringing into existence a variety 
of classes, including a new and more enter- 
prising bourgeoisie of a type scarcely 
known in eastern Europe; and, secondly, 
that the colonial world of the Americas, 



including the United States at the time of 
their independence, enjoyed fairly intimate 
and significant relations with Europe. I do 
not insist on the word "Atlantic" since I 
have no intention of ignoring eastern Eu- 
rope merely because it is cut off from the 
sea. In fact, like the Polish historian Les- 
nodorski, I even perceive similarities be- 
tween the Virginia planters and the Polish 
nobles with their serfs, their lands, their 
literary traditions of an agrarian republic, 
and their revulsion against taxes, cities and 
a central government. 

In order to write the history of a whole 
zone of civilization, common features, prob- 
lems and tendencies must be isolated, even 
though in different places social conflicts 
may have varying outcomes. The common 
trait of the eighteenth century was the aris- 
tocratic character of government and so- 
ciety. This aristocratic orientation is most 
clearly perceived in the institutional history 
of what I call the "constituted bodies" of 
the eighteenth century: the parliaments of 
Great Britain and Ireland, as well as those 
of the provincial estates in France; the 
diets, state councils and assemblies that 
could be found all over Europe west of 
Russia; the governors' councils in the 
Anglo-American colonies. The economic 
basis for a majority within these bodies was 
landed property, even for the greater part 
of the members of the House of Commons 
in England. The mainstay of the Estates of 
the United Provinces, the governing coun- 
cil of Geneva or a minority within the 
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House of Commons was revenue from 
banking and commerce. All, moreover, 
drew substantial income from their political 
positions. It may also be said that, regard- 
less of the source of their wealth, these 
elites were more and more recruited by 
birth, by family and by hereditary succes- 
sion. They were thus in the process of be- 
coming increasingly oligarchic and exclu- 
sive. 

The phenomenon of an aristocratic re- 
surgence or of the pressures from a heredi- 
tary upper class became evident in many 
countries in the eighteenth century. To 
cite but a few bits of evidence, it is certain 
that the British parliament and the Prus- 
sian bureaucracy were more aristocratic at 
the end than at the beginning of the cen- 
tury, that the revolts of the Belgian Estates 
and the Hungarian Diet against Joseph II 
raised the question of domination by priv- 
ilege, and that the same problem came to 
the fore in France when the Estates Gen- 
eral gathered in May 1789. Similar indica- 
tions may be found among the churches. 
Quite recently one of my students, Mr. 
Norman Ravitch, undertook a statistical 
analysis of the social origin of bishops in 
France and England. He found that in 
France the proportion of bishops whose 
nobility could be traced back two hundred 
years or more rose from fifty-three per cent 
for the reign of Louis XIV to eighty per 
cent for the years preceding 1790. In the 
Anglican Church, an establishment natu- 
rally quite different from the Catholic 
Church in France, the proportion of bish- 
ops born to the peerage or the gentry rose 
from thirty-six per cent during the reign of 
Charles II to sixty-three per cent during 
the last thirty years of George Ill's reign. 

Our common master, the late Georges 
Lefebvre in his essay, "The French Revo- 
lution in World History/' viewed the 
French Revolution as the revolution of 
equality. This same concept may be ex- 
tended to the movements in other countries 
during this same period. Almost every- 
where demands were being made in behalf 
of equality of rights in the face of privilege. 



At this point a few words about the 
American Revolution are called for, since 
the latter has been subject to some misap- 
prehension in France. Lefebvre himself 
contrasted the French Revolution with 
what he called the "Anglo-Saxon" revolu- 
tions, a term by which he lumped the 
American Revolution with the English rev- 
olutions of the seventeenth century. I 
would like to point out that the term 
"Anglo-Saxon," though still common in 
France, has been little used in America for 
the last thirty years. It is true that the forms 
of American and British government have 
a common origin, but this origin goes back 
further than the eighteenth century. The 
American Revolution did not conform to 
the English norm; while the latter had 
been a revolution by parliament against the 
king, the American Revolution was di- 
rected against parliament, with King 
George III playing a basically minor role. 
In the English revolution the landed classes 
had come to power, while the Americans 
shook off the domination of this English 
landed class which had acted through par- 
liament and the colonial governors. The 
American Revolution resembled the French 
more than is generally believed in being a 
revolution of equality. Obviously this is a 
generalization which has its exceptions and 
limitations. The colonial aristocracy of Vir- 
ginia and other states remained fairly 
strong. Since slavery, which weighed more 
heavily than the serfdom of eastern Eu- 
rope, was maintained, equality only went 
into effect within certain limits. Even so, 
and while confessing that American his- 
torians are themselves in disagreement over 
this point, it seems obvious to me that the 
principle of equality was furthered by the 
American Revolution. At the start equality 
meant no more than legal equality between 
America and England, or between the colo- 
nial assemblies and Parliament. It soon be- 
came necessary to go beyond this. While 
the pre-revolutionary aristocracy was largely 
silenced or expelled, in the new state gov- 
ernments the governor and his council were 
made into elective offices. The Massachu- 
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setts constitution of 1780 [for example] 
provided that the governor, senate and 
house of representatives be elected for one 
year only by popular and direct franchise, 
a franchise in which the great majority of 
adult males participated. This was no Eng- 
lish eighteenth century idea; the underly- 
ing concepts, the national character, was 
undergoing a transformation. Admiration 
for a hierarchical society, so widespread 
among all English classes during this pe- 
riod, became something exceptional in the 
United States. There is no getting around 
the fact that Americans set up liberty as 
their ideal, symbolized by the law which 
required that the word be inscribed on 
every American coin. Yet our liberty could 
include equality, particularly equality of 
opportunity, as may be seen today in the 
context of the question of Negro-White 
race relations. Alexis de Tocqueville was 
right in claiming equality rather than lib- 
erty as the dominant principle of the 
United States. I invite my French col- 
leagues to re-read Tocqueville and to study 
the American Revolution. 

In any case this revolution had an im- 
mediate impact on Europe. I have tried to 
describe it in my book and in a chapter of 
die new Propylaen-Weltgeschichte which 
has just appeared in Germany and whose 
editor views the influence of the American 
Revolution as ushering in the modern pe- 
riod. It is true that this influence was felt 
because of conditions prevailing in Europe 
and above all in France. One may even say 
that France created this influence by glor- 
ifying the American Revolution. There has 
sometimes been talk of an "American mis- 
sion" by which America supposedly as- 
sumed the task of leading the world toward 
democracy and peaceful progress. Don't 
blame this solely on Americans! A German 
scholar, Otto Vossler, maintained thirty 
years ago that the French taught Ameri- 
cans to see themselves in this universal light 
as liberators of humanity. The French, he 
asserts, invented the American mission, 
handing it over to Americans just as a hun- 
dred years later they built the Statue of 



Liberty and donated it to be erected at the 
entrance to the port of New York. 

The American Revolution had three 
kinds of consequences. It intensified the 
sense of a new era which became manifest 
during the century of the Enlightenment. 
It heightened the desire for equality (or 
the resentment against inequality), espe- 
cially on the part of the middle class with 
regard to the aristocracy. There is ample 
evidence to this effect. I merely cite a curi- 
ous poem, Voyage in America, written in 
1786 by L. G. Bourdon, secretary- 
interpreter at the Ministry of Foreign Af- 
fairs. He dreamed of America as though it 
were the promised land. 

Where greatness does belong to him, 
Not by the accident of birth, nor whim 
Of rank, but by a virtuous and decent mien: 
In usefulness alone is greatness seen. 1 

Thirdly, the debate over America, par- 
ticularly in France before 1789, popular- 
ized constituent assemblies, written consti- 
tutions and declarations of rights, examples 
first furnished by America which were soon 
to find a more spectacular realization in 
France. 

It is well known that unrest, if not revo- 
lutions, had occurred in a number of other 
countries before the French Revolution. I 
believe that here too the principles of equal 
rights and of secularization played a cen- 
tral part. Everywhere there were protests 
against the powers held by narrow, oli- 
garchic or hereditary groups. England and 
Ireland in the years from 1780 to 1785 wit- 
nessed the climax of the movement for 
''parliamentary reform." One should not be 
misled by the word "reform** which reflects 
the habits of moderation in English poli- 
tics. More was at stake than "reform" in 
the usual sense of the word, though admit- 
tedly until the Irish uprising of 1798 the 
amount of violence would not have justified 
the use of the term "revolution." However, 
the "reformers" were, as had been the case 

1 Ou sans distinction de naissance et de rang, 
I/homine le plus honnete et le plus respectable, 
Le plus utile enfin, soit toujours le plus grand. 
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of the American revolutionaries, generally 
very hostile toward parliament. They had 
more in mind than an extension of the 
franchise, since the modern concept of 
suffrage, not to speak of its extension, was 
yet to be created in England. The dispute 
ranged over the whole theory and nature 
of representation and political authority. 
Presbyterians and Catholics made up the 
opposition in Ireland while in England the 
Dissenters played a prominent role among 
the reformers, recalling the privileged posi- 
tion enjoyed by the Anglican Church. In 
Holland and Geneva a middle class ex- 
cluded from public life fought a governing 
bourgeoisie. In the Austrian Netherlands, 
at first the Estates opposed the Emperor in 
an aristocratic reaction; later a democratic 
group, labelled Vonckist by its enemies, 
struggled against the privileged estates. In 
this instance the old line bourgeois of the 
guilds and the few privileged cities, to- 
gether with the nobility, clergy and peas- 
antry formed a sort of conservative party. 
In contrast, the new middle class bank- 
ers, wholesale merchants, lawyers some- 
what removed from landed and govern- 
mental power became the leaders of a 
democratic opposition. In Sweden similar 
divisions existed, but here the king upheld 
the middle class against the nobility in 
1789, only to be assassinated by a few no- 
blemen three years later. In Germany, to 
be brief, politics was still a branch of jour- 
nalism, while in Italy the new forces were 
alive but did not act until the arrival of the 
French in 1796. In Poland and Hungary, 
in the absence of an indigenous middle 
class and a free peasantry, politics was con- 
fined to noble landowners and a small 
number of intellectuals and was further 
complicated by nationality problems. In 
these countries the lower nobility entered 
into a struggle against an aristocracy of 
magnates. The Polish revolution and the 
constitution of 1791 did make a few con- 
cessions to the middle classes with respect 
to equality of rights which, though trifling 
by western standards, might have made a 
revolutionary impact east of the Elbe. 



It should be underlined, however, that 
all these movements failed outside of Amer- 
ica and even there the revolution, in my 
opinion, would not have succeeded without 
French intervention. The French Revolu- 
tion and these agitations and abortive revo- 
lutions shared common aspirations to equal- 
ity and secularism. While such similarities 
have some significance there is nonetheless 
a great difference between an idea and its 
realization. In the British Isles the parlia- 
mentary classes sidetracked reform. In Hol- 
land the Orangists suppressed the Patriots, 
thanks to British and Prussian interven- 
tion. In Belgium the Estates crushed the 
democrats before being themselves crushed 
by an Austrian restoration. The Polish rev- 
olution was smothered by Prussia and Rus- 
sia in alliance with a few Polish magnates. 
All these events marked the victory of the 
old order over the new forces, to the accom- 
paniment of much conservative theorizing. 
The main ideas of Edmund Burke had al- 
ready found expression by 1784, not as a 
reaction against the French Revolution but 
against the modernization of the British 
parliament. The counterrevolution pre- 
ceded the French Revolution. The princi- 
ple of anti-revolutionary intervention made 
famous by Metternich a generation later 
was already in operation at Geneva in 1782, 
in Holland in 1787, and in Poland as in 
France in 1792. The same language was 
being used: "The cause of all legitimate 
governments," it was said, was threatened 
te by the atrocious and unprovoked horrors 
of sedition." This was the way in which a 
Genevan patrician complained about the 
turmoil in his native city in 1782 when he 
appealed for international intervention 
against the burghers of Geneva, 

Before turning to the French Revolution, 
I would like to consider some comments by 
Jacques Godechot and others, who find 
that my ideas, too narrowly anchored to 
politics, neglect the economic and social 
structure. They claim further that I have 
ignored the population crisis and that, 
while furnishing a fairly clear description 
of the aristocracies, my picture of the dem- 
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ocrats is hazy. I am grateful to these care- 
ful readers and admit some validity in 
these strictures. Allow me a few words in 
response. 

The eighteenth century aristocracy was 
something that was already in existence 
while the opposing movement, democratic 
insofar as it clamored for equality, was in 
the process of being born. Since the aris- 
tocracy was already embodied in an insti- 
tutional structure, it may be described in 
concrete terms. The "democracy," if I may 
be permitted to use the expression, was in 
the process of assuming form. It was an 
anti-movement, a mixture of discontents. 
One must avoid false precision in treating 
a thing so imprecise in itself, and I there- 
fore hesitate to link it too closely to one or 
several classes defined in economic terms. 
As to the demographic crisis, the effects of 
a rapid population growth will vary accord- 
ing to circumstances, technological levels, 
means of production, boom or depression 
in employment, not to speak of political 
and psychological factors. Population in- 
creased very rapidly throughout Europe 
and even Asia during the eighteenth cen- 
tury. Population pressure on the land ex- 
isted just as much in the Kingdom of Na- 
ples as in France, yet it was in France that 
a peasant revolution took place. There was 
a horrible Jacquerie in Hungary in 1790 
but it did not result in a revolution. Prob- 
ably the population crisis had a less am- 
biguous impact on the upper classes in 
France and elsewhere. It would seem that 
positions in governments, armies and 
churches increase less rapidly than does 
population. An accelerated population 
growth produces a high proportion of 
young people seeking careers. The compe- 
tition of aristocratic and bourgeois families 
for the available desirable jobs might in- 
tensify the aristocratic resurgence as well 
as middle class demands for equal access 
to office. 

Social and economic structures cannot 
be clearly separated from politics. If the 
means of production and the forms of in- 
come influence governments, the possession 



of political authority, military power, office 
and jurisdiction may also determine social 
classes and economic institutions. The 
problems of public life may be viewed from 
a religious perspective in the sixteenth cen- 
tury, from an economic viewpoint in the 
twentieth, and from a political vantage in 
the eighteenth centuries. It seems to me 
that, on the whole, politics carried the day 
during the eighteenth century. 

In any case, social structures are not en- 
tirely missing from my book. I have 
brought out, for example, that the English 
landed aristocracy shared common interests 
with the middle class in terms of its capi- 
talistic ideas of production and sale and 
that parliamentary reform failed because 
the new industrialists did not yet lend it 
their support; that the Dutch Patriots were 
weakened by lack of popular mass support; 
that in eastern Europe, serfdom, the lack 
of cities, of a middle class and of national 
homogeneity left few resources at the dis- 
posal of the revolutionary leadership. 

What should one say, finally, about tie 
French Revolution? M. Marcel Reinhard 
worries that the specific characteristics of 
the French Revolution may be lost or di- 
luted in a vague "Occidental Revolution." 
He discovers an inclination to minimize 
the importance of the French Revolution, 
or to reduce it to a "minor episode" within 
the framework of a general history. This 
has certainly not been my intention. 

On the contrary, it seems to me that 
when the French Revolution is viewed in 
conjunction with a contemporary world 
movement its unique characteristics stand 
out more clearly than ever. The aristocratic 
resurgence, which prevailed almost every- 
where, produced a revolution in France be- 
cause of the power of the opposing social 
forces, namely the French peasantry and 
middle class. I continue to follow Lefebvre 
who contended that the characteristic fea- 
ture of the French Revolution was the con- 
currence of four revolutions: a revolution 
by the aristocracy, by the middle class, by 
the peasants, and by the urban masses. Rev- 
olution means conflict and in France all of 
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the social forces were more dynamic and 
powerful than anywhere else, hence the 
inevitability and tremendous scope of the 
conflict. The French state was the most 
populous in Europe and was second in 
wealth only to England. The aristocracy, 
one might say, was more aristocratic than 
elsewhere, the Church more closely tied to 
the upper classes, the middle class more 
numerous, wealthy and alert. Sharply dif- 
ferentiated in their living standards French 
peasants were readier to free themselves 
from the seignorial regime, while the masses 
in a city like Paris were more responsive 
to action at the moment of crisis. In short, 
the alliance of peasants and bourgeoisie, 
however transient, made the Revolution of 
1789 possible, just as the alliance between 
the revolutionary middle class [Montag- 
nard], the lower classes and the sans- 
culottes preserved and furthered the revo- 
lution a few years later. Such alliances 
would have been inconceivable anywhere 
else. 

Despite my awareness of the ubiquity of 
revolutionary agitation, I agree with M. 
Reinhard in believing that during the 
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eighteenth century France alone under- 
went a revolution in the fullest and most 
profound sense of the word. Only France 
carried out a revolution solely by its own 
means and under its own power. I would 
not even make an exception of the Ameri- 
can Revolution which required French as- 
sistance. As for the Batavian, Helvetian 
and Italian revolutions which took place in 
the last years of the century, described by 
Godechot in his La Grande Nation, the 
success of the native revolutionaries in 
these countries was made possible by 
France. Where French aid failed, as was 
the case in Poland in 1794 or Ireland in 
1798, attempts at revolution failed. Only 
in France did the aristocracy meet with 
successful resistance before 1792. France 
became the leader of an international coali- 
tion of revolutionaries with sympathizers 
throughout Europe and America in a vast 
movement against the international aris- 
tocracies which had gained the support of 
Throne and Altar. It should be evident 
therefore why I believe that this viewpoint 
in no way minimizes the importance of the 
French Revolution. 
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ROBERT PALMER has shown in what 
light the revolutionary movement 
of the years 1770 to 1789 should be viewed. 
For the period following, I would like to 
deal with the problem which Robert Pal- 
mer and I have already broached in a 
paper read in 1955 before the International 
Congress of the Historical Sciences in 
Rome and which I have also explored in 
my book La Grande Nation, as well as in 
my Counterrevolution. Was the revolu- 
tionary movement in Europe and America 
between 1789 and 1815 a direct outgrowth 
of the French Revolution, or were the rev- 
olutions in France and elsewhere parts of 
an even vaster revolutionary movement 
which I propose to label 'Western" or 
"Atlantic"? . . . The former interpretation 
represents the classic, the traditional view, 
espoused by historians such as Von Sybel 
and Albert Sorel. The latter point of view 
is less novel than is commonly believed, 
since it was implicit even in the title of 
Camille Desmoulins' famous newspaper, 



Revolutions of France and Brabant. Bar- 
nave expounded a similar interpretation in 
his Introduction to the French Revolution, 
which has recently been re-issued. He 
wrote: "It would be impossible to evaluate 
the great revolution which has just shaken 
France as an isolated phenomenon. The 
history of adjoining states and the whole 
evolution of the last few centuries must 
be taken into account." Barnave showed 
that the socioeconomic evolution of all the 
countries of western Europe was pointing 
toward revolution. . . . Jaures, in his So- 
cialist History, noted in connection with 
Barnave's Introduction that, "One cannot 
really speak of a French Revolution but 
only of European revolution which reaches 
its climax in France." Numerous statesmen 
of the revolutionary period, both French 
and foreign, shared this opinion. . . . 

I have no intention of restating in this 
paper what I have tried to show in several 
books. I will confine myself, first of all, to 
a summary of the facts supporting the 
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broader interpretation of what we shall call 
Western revolution. In the second part of 
this paper, I shall deal with the arguments 
which have been advanced against this 
point of view and seek to refute them. 

I. THE FACTS 

No one denies that revolutionary move- 
ments also occurred outside of France be- 
tween 1789 and 1815. These movements 
have been explained as the results of 
planned or unplanned French revolution- 
ary propaganda; others maintain that there 
was no connection, or that the French Rev- 
olution exerted but a slight and remote in- 
fluence. 

For the sake of clarity, the following dis- 
tinctions should be drawn: on one hand, 
there were outbreaks which preceded any 
French military occupation. In these in- 
stances it may be relatively easy to distin- 
guish the role played by propaganda from 
that of local circumstances. We shall also, 
on the other hand, deal with revolutions 
which followed upon the arrival of French 
troops. While in such cases the impact of 
French propaganda is undeniable, it re- 
mains to be seen to what extent such prop- 
aganda merely served as a catalyst activat- 
ing a pre-existing movement. 

1. The following revolutionary develop- 
ments may be included under the first of 
the above classifications: the creation of 
political clubs and societies in England 
from 1789 to 1794, followed by the mutiny 
of the Channel and North Sea fleets in 
1797; the Irish outbreaks culminating in 
the violent insurrection of 1798; the Ge- 
nevan revolution which began with the 
vote for the new constitution of 1791. The 
climax was reached in Geneva in 1794 with 
the creation of a revolutionary government 
complete with revolutionary committee, 
whose tribunal condemned eleven nobles 
to death. Undeniably, these events were 
revolutionary in nature, paralleling the 
French Revolution and no doubt influ- 
enced by it. It is equally certain, however, 
that these outbreaks were linked to earlier 
revolutionary attempts, in the case of Eng- 



land and Ireland to the great movements 
of 1781-1783, in that of Geneva to the 
revolutions of 1768 and 1782. These earlier 
movements were in turn connected with 
the growth of the Enlightenment and the 
struggles between aristocratic corporate 
bodies and democrats which took place in 
much of Europe and North America be- 
tween 1770 and 1789, and which R. Palmer 
has so brilliantly analyzed. 

The various incidents, the clubs and 
plots which have been noted for Germany, 
Hungary, Austria and Italy for the years 
1790 to 1796, also fall into this first cate- 
gory. While in these cases the French Rev- 
olution also played its role of example, stim- 
ulant and catalyst, yet the policies of the 
enlightened despots and the resistance to 
them on the part of aristocratic bodies also 
were at the root of the trouble. Elsewhere 
the struggle was carried on by a substantial 
segment of the middle class, and in some 
areas (Styria, Piedmont) even of the peas- 
antry, against an aristocratic reaction. Even 
though all these outbreaks had met with 
violent, and usually bloody, governmental 
repression, a seed had been planted which 
would germinate upon the arrival of 
French troops. Nonetheless, the chances of 
success of these various movements were 
more or less minimal because of a social 
structure differing greatly from that of 
western Europe, In Hungary, for example, 
where a small nobility lorded it over a mass 
of serfs in the absence of any substantial 
bourgeoisie, the revolutionary movement, 
confined to the nobility, . . . did not stand 
a real chance. 

The Hungarian conspiracies bear com- 
parison with the revolution in Poland, 
since the two countries had comparable so- 
cial structures. The fact that there was 
revolution rather than conspiracy in Po- 
land may be explained by its political tra- 
ditions. Even so, this revolution bore only 
a slight resemblance to what took place in 
the West. Although the 1790 revolution 
succeeded in strengthening royal power 
and granting a few concessions to the mid- 
dle class, serfdom was left untouched. The 
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movement of 1794 was chiefly a national 
uprising against the three powers that had 
invaded Poland. While there was talk of 
peasant emancipation, the revolt was 
crushed before any democratic measure 
had in fact been passed. New ideas had 
indeed been voiced and a tradition cre- 
ated; yet despite these national peculiar- 
ities, the Polish revolution is part of the 
great revolutionary movement. 

The same may be said of the revolutions 
directed by the Spanish colonies of Central 
and South America against the mother 
country between 1810 and 1814. While it 
must be granted that the question of In- 
dian and Negro emancipation was never 
raised, the Spanish-American insurgents 
nonetheless acclaimed the same ideas that 
had triumphed in the United States in 
1783 and in France in 1789. We are thus 
dealing here with a whole series of revolu- 
tions in which French influence is remote 
and indirect. 

2. The opposite is true of the revolu- 
tions which followed the arrival of the 
French armies. Such is the case of Belgium 
and the Rhineland in 1792 and 1794, of 
Holland in 1795, of Italy . . . between 
1796 and 1799, of Switzerland, Malta and 
Egypt in 1798. The French role differed 
from country to country. Wherever there 
had been previous outbreaks as was the 
case in Holland, Belgium, Romagna, Na- 
ples and some of the Swiss cantons, the 
French did little more than give assistance 
to local "patriots." Elsewhere and Egypt 
furnishes the most notorious example 
they imported a complete, prefabricated 
revolution. In the long run, tie impact of 
these various revolutions varied proportion- 
ately with the degree of local participation: 
Belgium, Holland, Switzerland and Italy 
are specific cases. There was, it should be 
noted, no mechanical connection between 
French invasion and revolutionary up- 
heaval. The occupation of the northern 
provinces of Spain in 1795, for example, 
did not bring revolution in its wake, since 
local resistance forbade any such move. In 
1807 it was also true that the counter- 



revolution and its directing organ, the 
Cortes of Cadiz, were more directly respon- 
sible for the changes in Spain than was the 
government of Joseph Bonaparte. 

This, then, is the impressive mass of 
facts indicating that in much of Europe 
and America the field was clear for the 
organization of a new regime based on lib- 
erty, greater equality, and a refurbished 
social structure. 

II. WHAT ARGUMENTS HAVE BEEN 

ADVANCED AGAINST THESE FACTS? 

* * * 

1. First of all, the authenticity of these 
movements has been questioned. But for 
the French Revolution no outbreaks would 
have occurred, so the argument runs. This 
line is difficult to sustain with regard to 
the revolutionary movements in Great 
Britain, Ireland, Geneva and Poland, all of 
which were clearly linked to events prior 
to and independent of the revolution in 
France. 

A revolutionary movement is the product 
of gradual, subterranean economic changes 
as well as of powerful ideological forces. 
Indeed, how is it possible to believe that 
such a movement should respect the arbi- 
trary and superficial lines which we call 
frontiers? The economic changes of the 
late eighteenth century were western, not 
national, as were even the periodic eco- 
nomic depressions, to judge from the lim- 
ited information available to us. Further- 
more, population growth did not halt at 
the borders, while even censorship could 
not materially hamper the flow of ideas. 
The fact is that the revolutionaries were 
committed to a concept of universal revo- 
lution, which, though not universally put 
into practice, affected all areas where there 
were substantial revolutionary nuclei. 

2. Some who admit that such revolution- 
ary nuclei did exist have nonetheless ar- 
gued that, except in France, such groups 
constituted no more than an infinitesimal 
minority. The revolution was therefore, 
they submit, essentially French despite its 
universal trends. 
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I would answer by asking whether even 
in France the revolutionaries constituted a 
majority. The distinctive feature of the 
revolution in France, accounting as it does 
for its great initial successes, is the alliance 
of a powerful bourgeoisie with a numerous 
peasantry against the privileged in order to 
smash the feudal system. While no doubt 
these same conditions did not prevail 
everywhere, the circumstances in the 
Rhineland, Belgium, some of the Swiss 
cantons, and Romagna were very similar. 
In all areas where the ground had been 
prepared, the revolution did take root. 

3. The institutions which were devel- 
oped in these countries, it has been as- 
serted, were no more than carbon copies of 
French institutions and lacked any element 
of originality. As I have demonstrated in 
La Grande Nation, local revolutionaries 
frequently did alter these French models to 
suit their own unique circumstances and 
needs. This certainly applies to the con- 
stitutions, and my own conclusions have 
been corroborated by Carlo Ghisalberti's 
notable recent study of the Jacobin consti- 
tution [in Italy], 

4. It has also been brought out that the 
position of the Catholic Church in south- 
ern Europe, being much stronger than in 
France, would have prevented any revolu- 
tion. This is valid for Spain, where, despite 
the French invasion, revolution not only 
failed to take place, but where it was the 
Church itself which organized the resist- 
ance movement in 1807. In certain regions 
of Italy, however, the Church was as much 
weakened and divided by "Jansenism" ^ 
in France. 

5. This leads me to an important prob- 
lem, namely, the geographic and chrono- 
logical limits of the revolution. As to the 
latter, to date the beginning around 1770 
is unlikely to start a debate. While no 
doubt the English revolutions of the seven- 
teenth century exerted considerable influ- 
ence on the revolution of the late eight- 
eenth century, they were, nonetheless, sep- 
arated by a peaceful interval of eighty 
years. The terminal date may be more 



controversial. 1815? Yet the revolution con- 
tinued in Latin America, while in 1830 the 
revolutionary embers flared up again. Even 
1848 may be looked upon as a continuation 
of 1789. By contrast, the generalized reac- 
tion of 1849 marked a real change. The 
great popular movements which sought lib- 
erty and equality were succeeded by na- 
tional movements, which, though still 
drawing upon the revolutionary heritage, 
were led by monarchs. The outbreak of 
new popular movements in Russia in 1905 
and, on a larger scale, in 1917, looked pri- 
marily to the east. The chronological lim- 
its also help to define the geographical 
limits. From 1770 to 1849 immense areas 
remained unaffected: Russia and European 
Turkey, almost all of Asia and Africa. 
While Poland and the Balkans, which 
were touched by the revolution, may not 
quite belong to the 'Western World," 
they did nonetheless respond to western 
stimuli. During the period from 1770 to 
1849, the United States, England and 
France served as models both for revolu- 
tions and for institutions. This is why I 
deem the two adjectives "Western" or "At- 
lantic" as the most appropriate descriptions 
of this movement, even though I am aware 
of their limitations. 

6. Why not label this revolution "bour- 
geois" or "capitalist," as has been sug- 
gested? It seems to me that these two de- 
scriptions are not fully adequate. Can the 
Polish revolution of 1790 really be called 
"bourgeois"? On the other hand, the Meiji 
restoration did promote the capitalistic de- 
velopment of Japan after 1863. Moreover, 
the western revolution began, not with a 
bourgeois or capitalist phase, but with the 
offensive of the privileged orders against 
the reforms sponsored by the sovereigns. 
Under these circumstances a geographic 
label appears more to the point. 

CONCLUSION 

I thus suggest that the great movement 
which overthrew the social, economic and 
political order of most of Europe and Amer- 
ica between 1770 and 1849 should be de- 
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scribed as "Western" or "Atlantic." While not French but included ... an English- 
France and the United States played a man, Burke; a Swiss, Mallet du Pan; and 
preponderant role in this upheaval, its a Piedmontese, Joseph de Maistre. The 
scope was broader. Indeed, this is corrobo- counterrevolution, like the revolution it- 
rated by an examination of the counter- self, was also [international and] western, 
revolution, whose greatest spokesmen were 
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Compared to other significant problems tion, not only against revolution, but 
of historical interpretation, relatively little against the whole Enlightenment. His 

*' - 1 Memoirs, Illustrating the History of Jaco- 

binism, 4 vols. (London, 1797-1799) de- 
velop at tedious, yet fascinating, length 
the thesis of a worldwide conspiracy by 
Illuminati and Free Masons who are be- 
hind all political unrest. On the revolu- 
tionary side, J. de Barnave's Introduction 



a la Revolution fran$aise (latest edition, 



has been written that bears directly upon 
the problem of the Western Revolution 
of the eighteenth century. There are at 
least two major reasons for this dearth. 
The emphasis on the international char- 
acter of the eighteenth-century upheaval, 
while a commonplace during the seven- 
teen-nineties, has only been revived quite 

recently and did not receive an elaborate, Paris, 1960) is almost unique for its time 
full-dress presentation until major works (though it was not published until the 
- " ~ ~ ' " ~ ~ ~ * " middle of the nineteenth century) in pre- 

senting a materialist interpretation of his- 
tory. Barnave attributed the revolutions to 
the material and social development of so- 
ciety, a development which had progressed 
further in France than in other western 
countries, accounting for the greater in- 



by J. Godechot and R. R. Palmer appeared 
in the nineteen-fifties. Secondly, oppo- 
nents of the Western interpretation have 
stressed national peculiarities over inter- 
national common denominators. Not un- 
naturally, they have concentrated on revo- 
lutionary histories and monographs writ- 
ten within a national framework rather 
than book-length rebuttals of the Palmer 
thesis. By the very nature of their case, 
therefore, historians stressing the national 
characteristics of revolution may appear 
parochial compared to the grandiose gener- 



tensity of the French Revolution. The 
Marquis de Condorcet, on the other hand, 
in his Outline of an Historical View of 
the Progress of the Human Mind (Lon- 
don, 1795), written while in hiding during 
the Terror, rested his case on the intellec- 



alizers. To avoid onesidedness broad gen- tual progress of the western world, which 
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eralizations should be substantiated by na- 
tional or even local studies of revolution 
against which overall syntheses should be 
tested. 

The proponents of the international in- 
terpretation of eighteenth-century revolu- 
tions stress their debt to the analysts who 
lived through the events. A number of 
such contemporary accounts are worth 
reading or dipping into if only to recapture 
the original flavor of the argument. Among 
counterrevolutionaries who viewed the 
revolutions as a world movement, two ac- 
counts stand out. J. Mallet du Pan's Con- 
siderations on the Nature of the French 
Revolution (London, 1793) is a brilliant 
analysis by a Genevan ex-liberal turned 
counterrevolutionary propagandist. Un- 
like Mallet du Pan, the Abbe A. de 
Barruel represents uncompromising reac- 



had reached its highest point in France. 
Two interesting dissenting opinions from 
this 'Western" approach are found in 
President John Q. Adams' Discourses on 
Davila, written in the seventeen-nineties, 
but not published (and then anonymously) 
until 1805, and F. Gentz's The French 
and American Revolutions Compared* 
(Gateway, 1959). Both writers made a 
sharp distinction between the American 
Revolution, which was legitimate because 
it took tradition and experience into ac- 
count, and the French Revolution, which 
was unjustifiable because of its essentially 
anti-traditional Utopian aims. 

The only comprehensive interpretation 
of the eighteenth century which has in- 
corporated the western interpretation of 
revolution without making this the central 

* Obtainable in paperback edition. 



112 



Suggestions for Additional Reading 



113 



issue is R. Mousnier and E. Labrousse, 
Le XVIII s Siecle: Revolution intelkctuelle, 
technique et politique (Paris, 1953) in the 
"Histoire generale des civilisations" series, 
a brilliant account which has unfortu- 
nately not been translated. By far the full- 
est statement of the thesis of the Western 
revolution is R. R. Palmer's persuasive The 
Age of the Democratic Revolution, vol. I 
(Princeton, 1959), which surveys not only 
most of the major revolutionary disturb- 
ances between 1760 and 1791, but also 
deals with aristocratic reaction and the en- 
lightened absolutism which paralleled the 
revolutionary movement. J. Godechot's La 
Grande Nation: L'expansion revolution- 
naire de la France dans le monde de 1789 
a 1799, 2 vols. (Paris, 1956), shares 
Palmer's viewpoint, but concentrates on 
French military and ideological expansion 
in the borderland during the French revo- 
lutionary decade. The same author's more 
recent La contre-r evolution, 1789-1804 
seeks to describe the opposition to the 
French Revolution in terms of an inter- 
national movement. Both authors have also 
collaborated on a paper read before the 
Tenth International Congress of Historical 
Sciences in Rome entitled "Le probl&me 
de 1'Atlantique du XVIII* au XX* Stecle" 
(Relazioni del X Congresso Intemazionale 
de Scienze Storiche, V, 175-239), in which 
Palmer and Godechot try to demonstrate 
the reality of an Atlantic civilization, par- 
ticularly for the eighteenth century. For 
the many-faceted discussion of this paper, 
see Atti, pp. 565-579. Less comprehensive 
in scope is Franco Venturi's attempt to 
demonstrate the international movement 
of ideas in the eighteenth century. ("La 
circolazione delle idee/' Rassegna storica 
del Risorgimento, XLI (1954), 203-222.) 
For general factual background on the 
second half of the eighteenth century the 
two pertinent volumes in the Harper series 
are well informed and well written: L. 
Gershoy, From Despotism to Revolution, 
1763-1789 (New York, 1944), and C. 
Brinton, A Decade of Revolution, 1789- 
1799 (New York, 1934). Both books are 



written from a European rather than a 
national point of view, though neither fol- 
lows the more recent interpretation of the 
eighteenth-century revolutions. A more 
condensed and more recent volume is 
M. S. Anderson, Europe in the Eighteenth 
Century, 1713-1783 (London, 1961), 
which is topically organized, very readable, 
and packed with information. M. Beloff, 
The Age of Absolutism, 1660-1S15* 
(Harper Torchbooks, 1961) is too packed, 
but is interesting for an interpretation of 
the eighteenth century very much at vari- 
ance with the "revolutionary" interpre- 
tation of Palmer and Godechot. 

In the final analysis, the Palmer thesis 
can only be tested by examining individual 
revolutions or near-revolutions. A number 
of works bear on the situation in late 
eighteenth-century Great Britain. The 
standard comprehensive survey is J. S. 
Watson, The Reign of George 111, 1760- 
1820 (Oxford, 1960) in the Oxford His- 
tory of England. More specifically ad- 
dressed to the reform and revolutionary 
movements in England is S. Maccoby, 
English Radicalism, 1762-1785: the Ori- 
gins (New York, 1955) and C. Robbins, 
The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealth- 
man (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), which 
traces the English radical tradition from 
the seventeenth century onward. G. Rude's 
Wilkesand Liberty (Oxford, 1962) focuses 
on the struggle for reform of the seven- 
teen-seventies. A. Davies, "La Revolution 
francaise et le Pays de Galles," Annales 
historiques de la Revolution frangaise, 
XXVII (1955), 202^-212, discusses revolu- 
tionary influences in Wales. For the Irish 
background, a recent history is E. Curtis, 
History of Ireland (London, 1950). 

Aside from Palmer's article reprinted in 
this volume, there is no accessible history 
of the Dutch revolutions. For general ac- 
counts of the period, the somewhat old- 
fashioned P. J. Blok, A History of the 
People of the Netherlands, V (New York, 
1912), or B. H. M. Vlekke's The Evolu- 
tion of the Dutch Nation (New York, 
1945) may be consulted. For the Hapsburg 
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domains E. Wangermann's From Joseph 
II to the Jacobin Trials, from which a se- 
lection is included in this volume, is the 
only full account for its period. S. K. 
Padover, The Revolutionary Emperor 
(New York, 1934), deals with the earlier 
reign of Joseph II. A number of studies 
have recently appeared on the revolution- 
ary movement in eighteenth-century Hun- 
gary, such as P. F. Sugar, "The Influence 
of the Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution in Eighteenth-Century Hun- 
gary/' Journal of Central European Affairs, 
XVII (1957), 331-355; Paul Body, "The 
Hungarian Jacobin Conspiracy of 1794- 
95," Hnd. 9 XXII (1962), 3-26; R. R. Palmer 
and P. Kenez, "Two Documents of the 
Hungarian Revolutionary Movement of 
1794," ibid., XX (1960), 423-444; K. 
Benda, "Les jacobins hongrois," Annales 
historiques de la Revolution fran^cdse, 
XXXI (1959), 38-60. 

There are, of course, innumerable works 
on the American Revolution. J. F. Jameson, 
The American Revolution Considered as 
a Social Movement* (Beacon, 1956) is a 
good starting point although, as the Tolles 
article included in this volume points out, 
some of its views must be revised. There 
are a number of competent recent studies 
on the American Revolution. B. Knollen- 
berg, The Origins of the American Revo- 
lution (New York, 1960), takes a rather 
narrow view by concentrating on British 
imperial policy of the seventeen-sixties. 
L. H. Gipson, The Coming of the Revolu- 
tion, 1763-1755 (New York, 1954), is an 
up-to-date synthesis by an authority on 
British imperial policy. S. R. Alden, The 
American Revolution, J 775-83 (New 
York, 1954), is another competent account 
in the same series. Somewhat less detailed 
is E. S. Morgan, The Birth of the Re- 
public, 1763-1789* (Chicago University 
Press, 1956), a volume of the "History of 
American Civilization ." Also recommended 
is the even more recent Origins of the 
American Revolution (Palo Alto, 1959), 
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by J. C. Miller. The most convenient col- 
lection of the various interpretations of the 
American revolutionary movement is J. C. 
Wahlke, ed., The Causes of the American 
Revolution* (Heath, 1950). 

The standard account of the French 
Revolution is G. Lefebvre's La Revolution 
frangaise, the first half of which has been 
translated as The French Revolution, I, 
From Its Origins to 1793 (New York, 
1962), which occupies a half-way house 
between purely national interpretation and 
out-and-out "westernizing." Lefebvre rec- 
ognizes and discusses the international 
ramifications of the revolutionary up- 
heaval, yet he nonetheless explains the 
French Revolution basically in terms of 
French conditions. The same author's 
brilliant study of the advent of the revolu- 
tion, entitled in English The Coming of 
the French Revolution, 31 ' (Vintage, 1957), 
confines itself entirely to the French back- 
ground. Two excellent up-to-date syntheses 
of the French Revolution are A. Cobban, 
A History of Modern France, 1715-1799, 
vol. I* (Penguin, 1957), and A. Goodwin, 
The French Revolution 1789-1794 * (Har- 
per Torchbooks, 1961). Two shorter ac- 
counts which take a definite pro and con 
position on the Palmer thesis are J. Gode- 
chot, "The French Revolution," in Chap- 
ters in Western Civilization (2nd ed., New 
York, 1962), pp. 1-54 for the affirmative; 
G. Rud, "The Outbreak of the French 
Revolution/' Past and Present, No. 8, 
November 1955, pp. 28-42, for the nega- 
tive. For the controversy surrounding the 
economic background of the revolution, 
see R. W. Greenlaw, ed., The Economic 
Origins of the French Revolution Poverty 
or Prosperity? (Heath, 1958). An interest- 
ing brief survey of the gradual evolution 
in the interpretation of the French Revo- 
lution as influenced by the changing 
French political scene is P. Farmer, France 
Reviews Its Revolutionary Origins (New 
York, 1944). 
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American revolutionary movement is J. C. 
Wahlke, ed., The Causes of the American 
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The standard account of the French 
Revolution is G. Lefebvre's La Revolution 
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translated as The 'French Revolution, I, 
From Its Origins to 1793 (New York, 
1962), which occupies a half-way house 
between purely national interpretation and 
out-and-out "westernizing." Lefebvre rec- 
ognizes and discusses the international 
ramifications of the revolutionary up- 
heaval, yet he nonetheless explains the 
French Revolution basically in terms of 
French conditions. The same author's 
brilliant study of the advent of the revolu- 
tion, entitled in English The Coming of 
the French Revolution,* (Vintage, 1957), 
confines itself entirely to the French back- 
ground. Two excellent up-to-date syntheses 
of the French Revolution are A. Cobban, 
A History of Modem France, 1715-1799, 
vol. I* (Penguin, 1957), and A. Goodwin, 
The French Revolution 1789-1794 * (Har- 
per Torchbooks, 1961). Two shorter ac- 
counts which take a definite 'pro and con 
position on the Palmer thesis are J. Gode- 
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